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Exploring the Racial and Gender Identity Formation of Men of Color in Student Leader
Roles who have white Women Supervisors and Advisors in Higher Education

Daily experiences of isolation and invalidation create adverse campus climates
that often lead to men of color dropping out of higher education. Student leadership
positions can increase feelings of belonging, provide greater access to campus resources
and increase retention for men of color, particularly when they centralize identity
exploration. White women are overrepresented in student affairs direct student contact
positions in higher education and are likely to supervise and/or advise men of color
student leaders, but many student affairs professional are not properly trained to
supervise or advise through an identity-based framework. This study explored: how do
men of color make sense of their racial and gender identity formation during their
undergraduate experiences in student leadership settings? and how do men of color
describe their experiences of racial and gender identity formation while being supervised
and/or advised by white women student affair professionals?
It blended elements of Constructivist Grounded Theory with a Participatory
Action Research approach to create a new methodology: Co-Constructivist Grounded
Theory. Three co-researchers collectivity interviewed eight racially and ethnically diverse
participants who attend a variety of four-year institutions. The co-researchers used memo
writing, axial coding, thematic coding, and co-researcher meetings to develop the
Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders.
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The ecological model illustrates that the supervisory/advisor relationships
between men of color student leaders and their white women supervisors are best
understood when they are situated within the institutional climate and the student
leadership microclimates where the men of color are engaged. They experience specific
types of interactions within each climate and relationship that have positive and negative
impacts on their experiences. Men of color learn to respond to their different climates by
shifting their energy between focusing on healthy identity growth within positive
environments and employing resiliency strategies to navigate and survive within negative
environments. Race was the most salient identity for all of the participants in the steady.
The men who had nurturing environments where they could heal from institutional
racism were more able to explore their masculine identity and understand their privilege
as men.
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CHAPTER I: THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
As my parents drove me up to Spokane, Washington to start my first year of
college, I remember my dad half-jokingly warning me that I was entering the “Great
White North.” He was referring to both the cold weather I would encounter for the first
time and the new level of whiteness that would surround me. As a young man of color
from Southern California, I was not prepared for the overwhelming impact whiteness
would have on me as I entered higher education. My small, private, Catholic Jesuit
university was a predominately white institution in both numbers and culture. I became
very involved on campus through cheerleading, campus ministry, and serving as a
resident assistant. As a student leader, I exclusively had white supervisors, most of them
white women. I grew as a leader and learned professional skills like public speaking,
event planning, and enforcing policy with my peers, but rarely were my social group
identities, as a man, as a Chicano, as a heterosexual, etc., discussed on campus or even
acknowledged as part of my holistic and intersectional development. Much like walking
on fresh snow in the morning, I learned how to tread carefully around my identities with
my white peers and white supervisors because of the slippery ground that lay beneath,
ready to take my feet out from under me.
The impact learning to be a leader in a white system had on my identity formation
as a man of color was most starkly revealed to me when I was a graduate student working
as a graduate resident coordinator. I had a woman of color supervisor for the first time,
and discussions about my Chicano identity and my masculinity, along with the multiple
identities of our staff, were centralized in our development as professionals and leaders. I
was still deeply embedded in a white structure, but it was the first time I felt like I could
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bring my whole self into my professional life because my supervisor, and later mentor,
honored my multiple intersecting identities. I felt like for the first time in higher
education, my feet were finally firmly grounded, and this ultimately was the experience
that led me to become a student affairs professional.
I wonder and worry about other young men of color who become student leaders1
and never have a supervisor or advisor who looks like them, who authentically honors
their holistic identities, or who can guide them to firm ground. Like all student leaders,
men of color student leaders in higher education benefit from empowering supervision
and advising that is holistic in nature. Supervisors who can support students in their
holistic identity development help to increase retention and graduation rates and provide
vital skills for future professional positions in all fields (Arminio et al., 2000; Strayhorn,
2010).
Over the last two decades, numerous articles, blogs, conference presentations, and
webinars have addressed the decline of male students in higher education and the lack of
men in student leadership roles on campus. The dwindling number of men attending
college is more starkly evident for men of color when compared to white men and
women and when compared to women of color (seen in Table 1). The U.S. Department of
Education and the National Center for Education Statistics (2016) found that in 2014, 10
percent more white men ages 18-24 were enrolled in degree-granting post-secondary
institutions than Hispanic men and nearly 12 percent more white men were enrolled than
Black men. Since the late 1980s, women have been enrolling in college and graduate
1

For the purpose of this study, the term “student leader” refers to students in formal
leadership roles (i.e., resident advisor, orientation leader, student government executive,
etc.) who receive formal advising or supervision from student affairs professionals.
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school at higher rates than men across all racial groups. In 2014, 8 percent more 18 – 24year-old Black women were enrolled in degree-granting post-secondary institutions than
Black men, and 9 percent more Hispanic women were enrolled than Hispanic men (U. S.
Department of Education, 2016).
Table 1
Percentage of 18 – 24 Year Olds Enrolled in Degree-granting Postsecondary Institutions
by Sex and Race/Ethnicity in 2014
Race/Ethnicity

Men

Women

Black

28.5

36.6

Hispanic

30.3

39.4

White

40.2

44.2

Note. Adapted from “Percentage of 18- to 24-year-olds enrolled in degree-granting
postsecondary institutions, by level of institution and sex and race/ethnicity of student:
1970 through 2014,” by U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences,
National Center for Education Statistics, 2016, Digest of Education Statistics, 2015,
Table 302.60. Copyright 2016 by the National Center for Education Statistics.

Men of color have been historically blamed for their own lack of retention and
persistence in higher education because they are viewed as “at-risk”—unengaged, less
focused on their studies, and academically less prepared than their white counterparts
(Howard, 2008). The stereotyping of men of color in higher education is an extension of
the institutional racism found in the K-12 educational system. Howard (2008) notes that
recent research has focused on dispelling the dominant narrative of men of color,
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particularly Black men, as inherently hypersexual, lazy, and academically apathetic, but
the research lens has not been utilized to thoroughly investigate the deep racism within
the system of education. This allows educators to see boys of color as more than their
stereotypes, while still blaming them for their academic failures. Without a critique of the
educational system, whether it be K-12 or higher education, educators can safely
acknowledge the holistic individual without taking accountability for the systems they
create that disenfranchise and usher young men of color towards academic failure.
Astin’s (1984) development of student involvement theory pushed faculty and
staff in higher education to rethink how students successfully learn. The mere presence of
social, academic, and financial resources does not inherently add to student development.
Students must invest sufficient physical and psychological energy in those resources and
the content of the classroom to learn and grow (Astin, 1984). As a result, student affairs
professionals have worked tirelessly to encourage students to be involved on campus and
to invest in meaningful ways. This, theoretically, leads to increased student success. In an
attempt to specifically retain and graduate men of color, student affairs professionals
have put an emphasis on student leadership roles and mentoring programs. Many college
campuses intentionally recruit men of color to be resident advisors, orientation leaders,
peer health educators, student activity board members, and to engage in other formal
leadership roles. The hope is that men of color in leadership roles will have advisors,
supervisors, and, potentially, mentors, who can support their development as leaders and
their identity development as holistic beings.
Astin’s (1984) theory of involvement places responsibility on both individual
students to invest their energy and on institutions to develop experiences and
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opportunities that will lead to student growth. Institutional efforts to create spaces that
affirm the identities and cultural wealth of marginalized students are even more vital for
the success of men of color (Harper, 2009; Strayhorn, 2010). These spaces need
professionals who reflect the identities of a diverse student body and have the
competencies to support students from diverse backgrounds.
While there has been a shift for campuses to actively engage men of color in
student leadership roles, many of them do not put the same emphasis on recruiting or
retaining men of color student affairs professionals. According to the membership
information from the American College Personnel Association (ACPA), one of the
largest student affairs professional organizations with over 6,000 members, 57% identify
as women and 72% identify as white (A. Ponda, personal communication, November 19,
2015). While men of color students make up a small fraction of student leaders on college
campuses, white women student affairs professionals make up the largest sub-group in
the profession. While the lack of racial and gender diversity in Student Affairs is an issue,
the impact of white women leadership goes far beyond representation.
Gender inequities in educational leadership have come under greater scrutiny in
the last 20 years, because as more women enter the field, they have named the systemic
sexism within education. However, racial inequities in educational leadership have
received less attention (Blackmore, 2010). Whiteness continues to be protected
throughout the K-20 educational system, including within graduate preparation programs
(Ladson-Billings, 1999; Patton, 2016). In student affairs graduate programs, critical
dialogues about race and racism are silenced to maintain the comfort of mostly white
women graduate students at the expense of students of color (Bondi, 2012; Linder,
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Harris, Allen, & Hubain, 2015). As a result, many white women, who become leaders in
student affairs, have personally developed awareness, knowledge, and skills to address
gender inequities along a binary, but they may lack the ability to address their own biases
along race, socio-economic class, and other identities (Blackmore, 2010; Bondi, 2012).
Many universities struggle to recruit, hire, and retain professionals who have the
awareness, knowledge, or skills to support the multiple intersecting identities of an
increasingly diverse student body. As a result, men of color student leaders often receive
supervision and mentorship from people who do not look like them, particularly from
white women student affairs professionals, who may lack the cultural competencies to
support them.
Critical Race Theory (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000; Patton, 2016) reminds us
that the identities of those in positions of power matter because they shape the
relationship dynamics on the individual, group, and systemic levels. The importance of
authentic and empowering supervision and advising for men of color cannot be
understated, because men of color rarely have the opportunity to openly explore their
identities, especially their racial and gender identities, in a brave and supportive space.
Thus the exploration of how the racial and gender identity formation of men of color is
impacted by white women in supervisory and advising relationships is critical.
Statement of the Problem
Men of color experience racial microaggressions from peers, faculty, and staff
while navigating institutional racism on a daily basis in higher education. Racial
microaggressions are subtle forms of racism manifesting in insults and invalidations,
which are both conscious and unconscious, directed towards people of color (Solorzano,
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Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). For a young man of color on a college campus, this can be campus
police officers stopping him on the way to class and asking for a student ID because he is
wearing a hoodie and jeans; a professor assuming he has been using drugs because he
came to class with red eyes, instead of assuming he was up all night writing a paper; or
classmates assuming he is in college because of an athletic scholarship simply because he
is tall and Black. These daily experiences of isolation and invalidation often lead to men
of color dropping out of higher education (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001; Solorzano, Ceja, &
Yosso, 2000). Men of color can greatly benefit from holding student leadership positions
and finding mentorship, as both have the potential to increase feelings of belonging and
connectedness to campus resources that can lead to increased graduation rates (Harper,
2009; Saenz & Ponjuan, 2011; Strayhorn, 2010). However, from a Critical Race Theory
(CRT) and a LatCrit Theory lens (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001; Solorzano et al., 2000),
these opportunities must centralize the intentional exploration of racial, gender, and other
social group identities to be effective as a means to combat the impact of daily racial
microaggressions. Men of color student need spaces to reflect on their identities and
make sense of how they are seen on campus, as students and as leaders, and how they are
seen in the broader context of the world around them. These healthy counter spaces
provide both healing and accountability and push back on internalizing racist messages,
but the question remains: who is providing these spaces?
Student Affairs as a profession continues to lack racial and gender diversity,
which has resulted in white women being overrepresented in entry level and direct
student contact positions. The National Association of Student Personnel Administrators
(NASPA) and ACPA are the two largest national student affairs in higher education
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professional organizations; NASPA has over 15,000 members, and ACPA has just over
6,000 members. Both organizations collect demographic information, but it is not
required of its membership. Table 2 shows the racial and gender breakdown of NASPA
and ACPA membership as of 2015 (A. Ponda, personal communication, November 19,
2015; A. Wesaw, personal communication, September 25, 2015). Because demographic
information is optional, the percentages in the table are based on the members in each
organization who chose to share their racial and gender identity information.
Table 2
205 NASPA & ACPA Membership Breakdown by Gender and Race
NASPA

ACPA
b

Gender

a

Women

59.0%

Women

57%

Men

31.0%

Men

41%

Chose not to report

10.0%

Transgender/Other

3%

Race/Ethnicity

White

49.0%

White

72%

Latino

22.0%

African-American or Black

16%

Black/African-American

17.0%

American Indian or Alaska
Native, Asian or Pacific
Islander, Hispanic or
Latino or Latina, or
Multiracial combined

Asian

5.0%

2 or More Racial/Ethnic
Identities

2.5%
<2.0%

Based on the 41% of total NASPA members who disclosed racial identity

b
c

c

Race/Ethnicity

Native Hawaiian/Other
Pacific Islander
a

Gender

Based on the 58% of total ACPA members who disclosed racial identity

Based on the 50% of total ACPA members who disclosed racial identity

<8%
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Although this information is incomplete, it does show that white women make up
one of the largest groups in the Student Affairs profession. Critical race theory illustrates
how the racial and gender identities of men of color student leaders are being shaped by
whiteness on a systemic level in higher education (Patton, 2016; Solorzano et al., 2000).
This membership data shows that men of color student leaders are likely to have a white
female supervisor at some time during their formative college years and that their racial
and gender identities will be shaped by whiteness on an individual level. However, little
is known about how those identities are being impacted or what men of color are truly
experiencing with their white women supervisors.
Background and Need for the Study
A critical look at the experiences of boys of color in the K-12 education system is
necessary to understand the limited pathways into higher education for men of color.
Within K-12 education, boys of color, specifically Black and Latino boys, are disciplined
more often and in more severe ways than their white counterparts. Ross et al.’s (2012)
study found that 19 percent of Latino males and 42 percent of Black males had been
suspended or expelled by ninth grade. This is compared to only 14 percent of white
males. This deficit-model approach, which assumes that Black and Latino boys are
inherently more disruptive, lack academic skills, and are apathetic, leads many educators
to believe these young boys of color deserve to be expelled or suspended at higher rates
(Howard, 2008; Solorzano et al., 2000). However, critical research calls this deficitmodel approach into question and focuses on the way society’s depictions of even young
boys of color as violent and dangerous biases teachers into overdisciplining boys of color
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for the same behaviors their white counterparts engage in, but are rarely disciplined for in
such severe ways (Howard, 2008).
Therefore, it is important to reflect on who is administering this discipline. The
National Center for Education Information found that 84 percent of public school
teachers in the United States are female and 84 percent are white (Feistritzer, 2011). This
means that boys of color are learning how to express and behave themselves, and
arguably view themselves, in educational settings through the lenses of white women
teachers. The overrepresentation of white women is not bad in and of itself, but they are
situated in a system that does not ask them to reflect on their white privilege or develop
the intercultural skills to engage with boys of color in authentic and effective ways
(Blackmore, 2010). White women become a tool that perpetuates the school to prison
pipeline. This results in the systemic punishment of boys of color, which quickly narrows
the pipeline and the number of young boys of color who may enter college in two ways.
First, boys of color are deemed “troublemakers” as early as kindergarten and tracked out
of school completely. Second, boys of color are institutionally taught that they are not
good enough to go on to college and self-select out of the application process (Saenz &
Ponjuan, 2009). However, a small group of “well behaved” boys of color do move on to
higher education, but they carry their experiences with white women teachers and its
impact on their identity formation into the college setting.
Boys and men of color experience a specific kind of intersectional racism that
deems them dangerous, violent, hypersexual, and apathetic to school. This deficit model
is a product of the K-12 school to prison pipeline described above that pathologizes boys
of color. The few boys, now men, of color who enter into systems of higher education
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carry with them both the negative stories and stereotypes told about their brothers,
cousins, and friends; they carry the label of being “the good one who made it” or the
“golden child” who is smarter, stronger willed, and better than the other boys. The “good
boy of color” label separates college-going men of color from their peers, and these men
are often used as tools against their peers, which causes alienation from their
communities (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory,
2011; Duncan-Andrade, 2009).
Men of color then walk onto most college campuses struggling to find other
students, staff, and faculty who look like them or understand their lived experiences.
They also encounter student, staff, and faculty who hold conscious and unconscious
biases about men of color. As a result, they encounter both racial microaggressions and
overt acts of racism that further reinforce their feelings of not belonging on campus
(Solorzano & Bernal, 2001; Solorzano, et al., 2000). These experiences of racism include
being asked to represent their entire race in the classroom by faculty, faculty members
assuming English is a student’s second language because of their last name, or
administrators being surprised by how “articulate” they are in meetings. Some men of
color need academic and financial support, as many are first-generation college students
and lack the social capital to easily navigate systems of higher education. However, even
more than academic support, men of color on college campuses are deserving of
emotional and psychosocial support that empowers them to navigate racist institutions
designed to keep them out of the classroom and off the commencement stage.
Much like the K-12 system of teachers, white women are overrepresented in
entry-level positions in student affairs departments that provide direct supervision and
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support to students. White women in these roles have the responsibility to supervise,
advise, and engage young college students as they explore their leadership identity as
well as their social group identities. The majority of student affairs professionals attend
graduate programs where they learn student development and leadership theory, but often
from colorblind and gender-blind frameworks that do not explicitly discuss or integrate
racial or gender identity development in significant ways (Bondi, 2012). Linder, Harris,
Allen, and Hubain (2015) found that students of color in higher education and student
affairs graduate programs experienced racial microaggression in the classroom and that
faculty in those programs were often unable to facilitate difficult conversations about race
and other social justice issues. Robbins and Jones (2016) found that even when white
women in student affairs graduate programs do develop awareness, knowledge, and skills
to talk about race and whiteness, they might not have developed the personal courage to
engage in those difficult conversations; thus, they continue to perpetuate the protection of
whiteness. If faculty are unable to facilitate meaningful conversations about race and
gender and white women continue to lack the courage to engage in conversations about
race, then many student affairs professionals, particularly white women, are likely not
adequately prepared to address the unique needs men of color student leaders.
Being involved on campus can help students develop a deeper sense of personal
identity and connection to the campus community and build leadership skills that prepare
them for life after college (Astin, 1984; Harper, 2009). It is also well documented that
men of color navigate race and racism in those roles as well as in other places on campus
(Harper et al., 2011; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). What is not known are the experiences
of men of color student leaders in supervisory and advisory relationships with white

13
women. We do not know how men of color successfully navigate predominately white
female educational spaces that are still deeply rooted in patriarchy and racism or how
they grow in their understanding of their own racial and gender identities.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to engage men of color student leaders in collective
inquiry around ways in which they understand, navigate, and form their racial and gender
identities in institutions of higher education and, specifically, in the area of student
affairs, where the majority of supervisors tend to be white women (A. Ponda, personal
communication, November 19, 2015; A. Wesaw, personal communication, September
25, 2015). This study specifically focuses on three dimensions: (a) understanding the
nuances in positional and identity-based power differentials between men of color student
leaders and their white female supervisors and advisors, especially in terms of race and
gender; (b) collectivizing around commonly experienced realities that are often
individually experienced and therefore ignored; and (c) using collective inquiry,
Participatory Action Research (PAR), to highlight these experiences and to translate new
knowledge generated towards tangible changes. This type of approach has rarely been
used in the field of student affairs, especially with men of color student leaders. The use
of PAR intentionally pushes back against the uncooperative and disengaged dominant
narrative told about men of color in higher education.
Research Questions
This study has three research questions:
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1) How do men of color make sense of their racial and gender identity formation
during their undergraduate experiences in student leadership roles and
settings?
2) How do men of color student leaders in higher education describe their
experiences of racial and gender identity formation while being supervised
and/or advised by white women student affairs professionals?
3) For the research collective in the study, how does engaging in a Participatory
Action Research approach impact the co-researchers’ views about their racial
and gender identity formation?
Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks
This study employs three frameworks to explore both the breadth and the depth of
the racial and gender identity formation of men of color in student leadership roles who
are supervised and advised by white women student affairs professionals. The blended
methodology of Constructivist Grounded Theory and Participatory Action Research
inform why the Matrix of Domination, Critical Race Theory, and Critical Hope are used
in this study. An overview of the individual frameworks is necessary to understand how
they are used together.
Matrix of Domination
Black Feminist thought insists that social change is created from both an
individual’s changed consciousness and from transforming political and economic
institutions. The Matrix of Domination views oppressive systems from a both/and
paradigm and sees them as interlocking and dependent on one another. This is in

15
opposition to the white patriarchal either/or perspective that would have subordinated
groups believe oppressive systems are separate or do not exist at all (Collins, 1990).
Collins (1990) states that the Matrix of Domination is grounded in the
marginalization of subordinated groups across race, gender, and class (as well as other
identities) that are situated in economic, political, and ideological systems. Although all
subordinated groups share in a common structure of domination that is interrelated,
oppression of one group is not interchangeable with another. Each subordinated group
has its own socio-political history that has created unique methods of oppression and
domination that change over time. There are three levels of domination within the matrix.
The first level is personal biography, which is made of each individual’s unique group
identities and lived experiences. The second level is the group or community, which is
where individuals learn how to behave and specific thought patterns associated with their
group. The third, and broadest, level is the systemic level of institutions that represents
the dominant groups’ viewpoints and perspectives (Collins, 1990). If individuals in their
subordinated identities learn the ascribed behaviors and ways of thinking for their group,
which are dictated by the dominant group, then they are rewarded. But by ascribing to the
dominant order of being, subordinated individuals and communities give up their power
and indigenous ways of knowing and creating knowledge (Collins, 1990).
Collins’s Matrix of Domination provides the backdrop for understanding how
men of color student leaders and white women student affairs professionals are situated
within higher education. Men hold similar power and privilege over women as whiteidentified people hold power and privilege over people of color, but the methods and
manifestations of oppression are not interchangeable for race and gender. As Collins
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(1990) states, oppression is not additive, but rather is a both/and. For the context of this
study, the Matrix of Domination within higher education is that white men’s privilege
provides them the broadest access to capital and resources, and women of color have the
narrowest access. While white men and women of color are not the focus of this study,
both communities are deeply imbedded in systems of whiteness and patriarchy, which
shape spaces through power and privilege. White men benefit from remaining invisible
within the system through their power and privilege and are able to navigate higher
education more freely, with fewer consequences and less accountability than other
communities. Women of color are made invisible through subordination and oppression,
and thus are forced to navigate higher education with fewer resources and less support
but are burdened by heavier emotional and economic consequences of not completing
their degree2.
This phenomenon leaves men of color and white women in a middle ground
where each community experiences both the privileges of support and resources in some
areas and the subordination of forced invisibility in others. It is vital to remember that as
white women and men of color interact, their privileged identities and oppressed
identities do not cancel each other out, but rather add to the complexity of their
interactions. An additional layer to these interactions for this study is the positional power
staff and faculty maintain over students. This study attempts to explore the complexities
that come with the multiple layers of power and privilege held by white women in staff
2

It is important for me to name that I have described gender oppression along the gender
binary of men and women. I honor that the transgender community continues to
experience oppression in multiple contexts, including higher education. My hope is that
by exploring this new area of research within a dominant context, other scholars can
explore impact on the racial and gender identity formation of trans people of color
student leaders who are supervised by white cisgender supervisors.
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positions to shape the leadership experiences and the identities of men of color student
leaders. This study will examine men of color’s perceptions and experiences of those
dynamics by centralizing the narratives of men of color student leaders and decentralizing
their white female supervisors and advisors.
To help centralize the narratives of men of color and foreground race as a central
part of the lived experience of men of color student leaders this study will utilize Critical
Race Theory as a theoretical framework and will also incorporate Jeffery DuncanAndrade’s Critical Hope essay as a conceptual framework. Both frameworks provide
lenses that foreground social group identities (race and gender) and provide tools to
analyze relationship dynamics on the individual, group, and systemic levels.
Critical Race Theory
Critical Race Theory (CRT) has its roots in law and was developed by legal
scholars in the 1970s who were analyzing the disparities and injustices experienced by
communities of color on systemic levels. Since then, CRT has expanded to multiple
disciplines, including sociology, anthropology, and education. There are also a number of
other critical theories that were developed either parallel to CRT or from CRT
foundations (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Critical Race Theory has five defining
elements (Bernal, 2002):
1) an emphasis on experiential knowledge;
2) a challenge to dominant ideologies;
3) the importance to transdisciplinary approaches;
4) the centrality of race and racism and their intersectionality with other forms of
subordination; and
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5) a commitment to social justice.
Each of these elements makes CRT ideal for the topic of this study, as it validates
the lived experiences and narratives of men of color student leaders who exist in the
white supremacist and patriarchal system of higher education. Critical Race Theory
foregrounds their racialized experiences with white women supervisors, while
simultaneously holding the intersectionality of their experiences as men along with other
social group identities. One goal of this study is to push back on the deficit model
narrative about men of color. Critical Race Theory is committed to challenging and
changing dominant systems. This is accomplished through sharing counter-narratives of
the marginalized and exposing the system’s inequitable practices (Solorzano & Bernal,
2001).
Critical Hope
In his essay Note to Educators: Hope Required when Growing Roses in Concrete,
Duncan-Andrade (2009) uses elements of CRT critique how the education system often
creates a narrative of false hope for marginalized students. He also constructs a
framework that offers concepts for educators to create tangible change.
Duncan-Andrade (2009) outlines three enemies of hope: hokey hope, mythical
hope, and hope deferred. “Hokey hope projects some of kind multicultural, middle-class
opportunity structure that is inaccessible to the overwhelming majority of working-class,
urban youth of color” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009, p. 183). It is an enemy of hope because it
ignores the daily trauma marginalized students must endure to be successful and
invalidates the type of hard work it will take for them to be successful. “Mythical hope is
a profoundly ahistorical and depoliticized denial of suffering that is rooted in celebrating
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individual exceptions. These individuals are used to construct a myth of meritocracy that
simultaneously fetishizes them as objects of that myth” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009, p. 184).
It is an enemy of hope because the exception to the rule becomes the unfounded norm to
which all others are unfairly compared. Hope deferred is created when educators can
critique inequitable social structures that marginalized students exist in, but do not have
the skills or frameworks to help students close the gap between not having their basic
human needs met and having their higher educational needs addressed. Hope deferred is
an enemy of hope because educators are asking students to make sacrifices that they
themselves are not willing to make to properly educate students.
Duncan-Andrade (2009) then goes on to develop the Critical Hope framework,
which is comprised of material hope, Socratic hope, and audacious hope. Material hope
is a challenge to educators to provide tangible support and honor the lived experiences of
students. It reminds educators that being a sincere and competent educator, who can
validate both classroom knowledge and lived experiences, is the greatest resource they
can share with their students. “Socratic hope requires both teachers and students to
painfully examine our lives and actions within an unjust society and to share the
sensibility that pain may pave the path to justice” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009, p. 188). This
honest reflection about the injustices of life invites students and educators to be in
authentic community and work in solidarity towards change. Audacious hope “…defies
the dominant ideology of defense, entitlement, and preservation of privileged bodies at
the expense of the policing, disposal, and dispossession of the marginalized ‘others’”
(Duncan-Andrade, 2009, p. 190). Audacious hope also challenges educators to create
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space for marginalized students to express their sadness, frustration, and rage as an
essential part creating change.
Critical Hope calls educators into a process of deep reflection on both personal
and systemic levels. The enemies of hope provide an understanding of how men of color
student leaders are often lifted up and used as tools to denigrate other men of color who
do attend college. They do this by focusing on individual actions and hiding a lack of
systemic support. The enemies of hopelessness provide a roadmap for how men of color
student leaders could be supported by their white women supervisors. The Critical Hope
conceptual framework will be used in this study to explore how men of color navigate
white-dominated spaces and understand the ways their supervisors provide or do not
provide effective support.
Figure 1 provides an overview of the three theoretical and conceptual
frameworks. The frameworks work in concert with each other and with the blended
methodology of this study. Participatory Action Research (Cammarota & Fine, 2008;
Torre, Fine, Stoudt, & Fox, 2012) seeks to centralize the voices of marginalized
communities and amplify their indigenous knowledge to create change. I will use CRT
(Ladson-Billings, 1999; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000; Patton, 2016; Solorzano et al.,
2000) to validate the counter-narratives of men of color student leaders and affirm their
realities as sources of knowledge for action and change. Critical Race Theory will be
necessary to explore how men of color student leaders navigate their racial identity
formation, along with other salient identities, with white women supervisors.
Constructivist Grounded Theorists (Charmaz, 1996; Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006)
believe that one needs to understand the socio-historical political context in order to
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understand how the multiple constructed realities of individuals can come together to
form common reality and ultimately a theory. On the broadest level, the study applies the
conceptual framework of the Matrix of Domination (Collins, 1990) to contextualize the
experiences of both men of color student leaders and white women professionals within
the complex system in higher education. Lastly, Critical Hope (Duncan-Andrade, 2009)
provides an understanding of how the Matrix of Domination (Collins, 1990) uniquely
manifests within the specific system of education and constructs the false hope narrative
for men of color. It also provides a framing to imagine the ways men of color student
leaders can be positively supported by their white women supervisors and advisors from
a critical lens.
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Matrix of Domination
(Collins, 1990)

Grounding Assumptions
1) Marginalization is
situated in economic,
political and
ideological systems
2) Oppressive systems are
interlocking and
dependent on one
another
3) Oppression for each
marginalized group
manifest differently
because of unique
socio-historicalpolitical contexts
Levels of Domination

Critical Race Theory
(Ladson-Billings, 1999;
Ladson-Billings & Tate,
2000; Patton, 2016;
Solorzano et al., 2000)
5 Elements
1) An emphasis on
experiential
knowledge
2) A challenge to
dominant ideologies

Critical Hope
(Duncan-Andrade, 2009)

Enemies of Hope
1) Hokey Hope
2) Mythical Hope
3) Hope Deferred
Enemies of Hopelessness

3) The importance to
transdisciplinary
approaches

1) Material Hope

4) The centrality of race
and racism and their
intersectionality with
other forms of
subordination

3) Audacious Hope

2) Socratic Hope

5) A commitment to
social justice

1) Personal Biography
2) Community
3) Systemic/Institutional
Figure 1. Overview of the conceptual and theoretical frameworks for the study
Significance of the Study
This study aims to contribute to a greater understanding of the experiences of
racial and gender identity formation for men of color in higher education in hopes of
increasing their retention and graduation rates. Much of the literature focuses on the ways
men of color struggle in higher education from a deficit model. It has been easy for
higher education to focus on the dwindling number of men of color and perpetuate the
negative stereotypes that stem from the K-12 school to prison pipeline experience. This
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study will shift the lens of the critique onto the system of higher education and more
directly onto student affairs, which lacks racial diversity and is overrepresented by white
women. My hope is that by centralizing the narratives of men of color student leaders and
their experiences with white women supervisors and advisors, their voices will provide a
counter-narrative to the deficit-thinking model about men of color that permeates all
levels of education. The significance of this study will be illuminating the struggles men
of color face within a white-dominant system of supervision as they also navigate their
privileged identities. It will also explore the strategies these men use to successfully grow
and develop within oppressive systems and where they find support and allyship. Lastly,
the study hopes to shed new light on the intersections of race, gender, and power
dynamics within the supervisor relationship between student affairs professionals and
student leaders through collective inquiry.
Delimitations
The delimitations of this study are connected to the sample selection. The sample
of this study will be limited to cisgender men of color who are currently enrolled in
graduate student affairs or higher education programs and have had a significant
supervisory or mentoring relationship with white women during their undergraduate
career (operationalized as at least one full academic year of supervision or advising.) I am
broadly defining men of color as men who self-identify as Black/African-American,
Latino/Chicano/Hispanic, Asian/Asian-American/South Asian/Pacific Islander, Native
American/American Indian, Middle Eastern, and/or Mixed/Multiracial. The study will
focus on men of color in student affairs and higher education graduate programs because
they will have a foundation in student development theory that will help frame their
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experiences as student leaders during their undergraduate career. Additionally, the hope
is that the participants will grow as student affairs practitioners and be better equipped to
support men of color student leaders through their participation in the study.
Another delimitation is the intentional exclusion of the white women supervisors
and advisors as participants. My goal is to centralize the narratives of men of color
student leaders. Including the voices of white women in the study could shift the focus
when the public reads the research. Whiteness and people in positions of authority are
often given more credibility and focus than people of color and subordinates. Although
the men in the study do have male privilege, the inclusion of white women supervisor
voices could overshadow or discount the narratives of men of color.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
The purpose of this study is to engage men of color student leaders in collective
inquiry around ways in which they understand, navigate, and form their racial and gender
identities in institutions that are predominantly white, specifically in the area of student
affairs, where the majority of supervisors tend to be white women. A thorough
investigation of the literature is necessary to understand how the racial and gender
identities of men of color in student leadership positions are being impacted when they
have white women supervisors and advisors. The literature review is divided into three
sections with subsections to explore the complex interactions happening in supervisor
and advising relationships across multiple identities, as outlined in Figure 2.

CRT and Racial and Gender Identity Formation
• Critical Race Theory in Education
• Racial Formation
• Gender Performance
The Higher Education Context
• The Experiences of Men of Color in Higher Education
• Student Affairs Professionals in Higher Education
Theories of Agency
• Resistance
• Ally Development

Figure 2. Structure of the literature review
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The first section is a deeper survey of racial and gender identity formation and the
conceptual frameworks used in this study; the second section is an exploration of the
experiences of men of color in higher education and an analysis of both the field student
affairs and the professional formation of student affairs practitioners; the third section is a
survey of theories of agency that both men of color student leaders and white women
student affairs professionals may use to create social change and engage in meaningful
conversations about identity.
Critical Race Theory and Racial and Gender Identity Formation
Two of the primary frameworks for this study are the Matrix of Domination
(Collins, 1990) and Critical Race Theory (CRT) (Bernal, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1999;
Patton, 2016; Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). These frameworks form the lenses
through which the study will examine the complex relationships men of color student
leaders have with white women supervisors within the context of higher education. In
addition to these frameworks, an exploration of racial and gender identity formation
theories is necessary for this study. In this first section, I examine both sociological and
psychological racial identity development theories through the lens of CRT. Then I
explore how sociological and psychological gender identity formation theories can
intersect with racial identity development to better understand the dynamics between men
of color and white women.
Critical Race Theory in education
Critical Race Theory provides a lens through which the educational context the
men of color student leaders exist in while forming their racial and gender identities can
be examined and understood. Critical Race Theory has its roots in Critical Legal Studies
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and was developed by legal scholars in the 1970s who were analyzing the disparities and
injustices experienced by communities of color on a systemic level within the legal
system. Critical Race Theory has since expanded to multiple disciplines and is used to
analyze racial inequalities on the individual and systemic levels. It has five defining
elements (Bernal, 2002; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001):
1) an emphasis on experiential knowledge;
2) a challenge to dominant ideologies;
3) the importance of transdisciplinary approaches;
4) the centrality of race and racism and their intersectionality with other forms of
subordination; and
5) a commitment to social justice.
Ladson-Billings and Tate (2000) applied the elements of CRT to the field of
education to better understand how racial inequalities manifest for students of color. They
set forth three propositions for a critical race theoretical perspective on education: “(1)
race continues to be significant in the United States; (2) U.S. society is based on property
rights rather than human rights; (3) the intersection of race and property creates an
analytical tool for understanding inequity” (p. 47). Ladson-Billings (1999) also used the
areas of curriculum, instruction, assessment, school funding, and desegregation to further
the discussion about the relationship between CRT and education.
Ladson-Billings and Tate (2000) applied CRT through central propositions one,
two, and three to analyze educational inequities. First is race as endemic and deeply
engrained in American life. Racism is systemic and embedded in every institution from
the legal system, to health care, to education. Race and racism is so much a part of U.S.
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daily-lived experiences that if feels normal and biological, but it is not. Second is a
reinterpretation of ineffective civil rights laws. Critical Race Theory is critical of the civil
rights movement because the United States is based in property rights and not human
rights. This means that the struggle for individual rights, although meaningful in many
ways, did not adequately shift white systems that allow whites to maintain property and
power. Third is challenging claims of neutrality, objectivity, color-blindness, and
meritocracy. The authentic voices and narratives of students and teachers of color are
necessary to push educational research forward and shift systemic racial inequalities.
Voice is fundamental in CRT for these reasons: 1) much of reality is socially constructed,
so counter narratives disrupt the dominant story; 2) stories provide marginalized
communities a medium for healing and self-care; and 3) the telling of counter narratives
to the dominant group can shift their reality and help them become more empathetic to
the oppression that they do not see or experience (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000).
The third proposition, the intersection of race and property creates an analytical
tool for understanding inequity, is best understood through a discussion of the four
property functions of whiteness (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000). The right of disposition
benefits whites because the educational system is embedded in whiteness and designed to
reward it. The curriculum normalizes white supremacy and often leaves out the histories
of people of color. The white instruction pedagogy is also designed to reward white
students for their behaviors, while students of color are punished for not assimilating.
Teachers take a deficit model perspective of students of color and blame them for their
lack of academic success by employing color-blind ideologies (Ladson-Billings, 1999).
The right to use and enjoyment legally allows whites to use their privilege to their
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benefit. This can be seen in the ways that the desegregation of schools was promoted
primarily in ways that benefited white students through incentive programs and
curriculum design (Ladson-Billings, 1999). Reputation and status property is based in
libel and slander legal cases. To liken a white person to Blackness is defamation, so in an
educational setting to state a school or program is specifically for people of color means
it is of less quality and value. The absolute right to exclude first manifested in the denial
of education for Black, Native American, and other communities of color. The current
manifestation is the use of property taxes, districting, and school funding, which have led
to schools in the United States being just as segregated now as they were prior to the
1960s (Ladson-Billings, 1999; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000).
Ladson-Billings and Tate (2000) interrogated raceless policies and practices in the
K-12 system through a CRT lens to show how white supremacy is protected and
perpetuated in primary education. Patton (2016) expands this work and uses CRT to
examine how racism and white supremacy manifest in higher education in both implicit
and explicit ways. “Capturing the present context of racism/White supremacy in higher
education requires acknowledging its violent, imperialistic and oppressive past” (p. 317).
She explores the racist historical context of U.S. higher education through three
propositions:
Proposition 1: The establishment of U.S. higher education is deeply rooted in
racism/white supremacy, the vestiges of which remain palatable.
Proposition 2: The functioning of U.S. higher education is intricately linked to
imperialistic and capitalistic efforts that fuel the intersections of race,
property, and oppression.
Proposition 3: U.S. higher education institutions serve as venues through which formal
knowledge production rooted in racism/white supremacy is generated.
(Patton, 2016, p. 317)
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From its inception, the U.S. higher education system has both benefited from and
perpetuated inequality. For example, many universities used slave trade and slave labor to
establish their financial stability and exploited racist legislation and ideologies to steal
indigenous land through the guise of educating Native Americans. Some institutions have
acknowledge this part of their history, but few have done anything to address these
injustices beyond symbolic gestures (Patton, 2016). Higher education has used the areas
of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) to maintain white
supremacy in a number of ways. First, STEM fields historically have been
overwhelmingly white, which is maintained through racist tenure and promotion
practices. Second, STEM research has created racist scientific theories and ideologies
that have allowed governments, corporations, and other entities to protect whiteness in
their areas. These racist scientific findings are then rewarded by the people they benefit
through financial support. This capitalistic research grant reward system lifts STEM
research above research done in education and the humanities, which is where many
scholars of color reside.
Higher education protects white supremacy and sustains inequality in many
different ways, but it is still seen as a place of opportunity. Patton (2016) writes,
Popular rhetoric suggest that higher education is the great equalizer and affords
life opportunities to those who, regardless of circumstance, “work hard.” This
meritocratic discourse is laced with racist and classist assumptions that ensure
hard work alone is insufficient for marginalized groups to excel. This discourse
attaches nobility to higher education without examining its contributions to the
inequity it purports to disrupt. (p. 318)
Patton moves on from the historical context and uses a series of questions grounded in
CRT to expose the ways the history of inequality in higher education continues on
college campuses today. Faculty continue to be predominately white men, and many lack
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the skills to reflect on their own racial identity. This results in many students, particularly
white students, never having the opportunity reflect on race or racism in a critical way.
While diversity has become part of national conversations, it has been appropriated by
whiteness as value added to the student experience, but it still benefits white students the
most. Patton states,
The idea of diversity is a fashionable concept used throughout higher education,
regardless of context…However, higher education has not reached a point of true
racial diversity, in terms demographics, or with regard to policies, procedures, the
curriculum, and numerous other areas. Diversity is espoused in higher education,
but not sufficiently enacted. (p. 332)
Students of color continue to experience negative campus climates and feel
silenced by racist policies and practices at predominately white institutions. Yet when a
campus has too much diversity, it is no longer seen as an “elite” institution. This is
exemplified by the disparity of funding on many levels between “elite” institutions,
which are predominately white, and other institutions, like Historically Black Colleges
and Universities, Tribal Colleges, and Hispanic Serving Institutions. Because of white
supremacy, the mission of serving marginalized communities is equated with less
academic rigor (Patton, 2016).
Even though white supremacy is embedded throughout higher education and
students of color continue to be negatively impacted, higher education can still be a place
of liberation and growth for marginalized students. Patton (2016) closes her article with a
fourth proposition, “Higher education serves as a space for transformative knowledge
production that challenges dominant discourse and ways of operating in and beyond the
academy” (p. 335). If scholars and student affairs practitioners can begin to infuse CRT
into policies, research, teaching, and programming, then higher education can become a
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place for dismantling white supremacy and a place that educates future leaders to
dismantle oppression in their fields.
Critical Race Theory is a powerful lens for viewing the educational context in
which men of color student leaders are forming their racial identity. The creation of
knowledge in higher education, based in white supremacy, reinforces stereotypes of men
of color as violent and lazy to the point of being scientific (Patton, 2016). The protection
of white students, teachers, and administrators in classrooms from primary school to
higher education maintains white supremacy and silences people of color from
challenging whiteness (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000; Patton, 2016). Men of color
student leaders are forming their racial identity within a system of education that was not
made for them and continues to actively root them out, and men of color still find ways to
develop healthy and rich racial and gender identities within this oppressive context. The
next section surveys racial identity development models and broader theories about racial
formation.
Racial identity formation
The exploration of racial identity development models informs how the
participants in my study make sense of their experiences in student leadership spaces and
with their white women supervisors and advisors. I provide an overview of two racial
identity development models that come from the field of psychology and are regularly
used in student development. Cross and Fhagen-Smith (2001) were some of the first
researchers to write about racial identity development models, so it is important to
include their foundational theory of Life Span Black Identity Development. The
Racial/Cultural Identity Development (R/CID) model, which was updated by Sue and
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Sue (2012), provides a framework for this study to understand how individuals develop
their racial identity from a broader people of color perspective.
Life span Black identity development
Cross (1978) first developed his model for Black identity development in 1971; it
was originally named “The Negro-to-Black Conversion Experience” and explored the
concept of Nigresence, a French term for the “process of becoming Black.” The fivestage model, which was later revised to a four-stage model, focused on conversion
experiences of Black individuals who move from internalized oppression to internalizing
a healthy Black identity and working toward the liberation of their community (Cross,
1978; Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 2001). The original model was limited in two ways: it only
described racial identity development within adulthood, and it did not account for the
majority of Black people who develop their racial identity in normative ways (Cross &
Fhagen-Smith, 2001). Cross and Fhagen-Smith (2001) expanded the model to account for
these issues and developed the Life Span Black Identity Development model.
Cross and Fhagen-Smith's (2001) life span model of Nigrescence has three
patterns. Pattern A describes the normative process where an individual’s Black identity
is developed through their social interactions with parents, family members, and
community. This socialization occurs from birth to adulthood and heavily influences how
one establishes their Black identity. Pattern B describes the experiences of African
Americans who have not developed a healthy Black identity and experience dissonance
and conversion towards a healthier Black identity in adulthood. Pattern C is the continual
process of change and expansion of Black identity that happens throughout adulthood
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(Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 2001). The Life Span Black Identity model has six sectors that
incorporate the three patterns of Nigrescence.
Sector one of the model is Infancy and Childhood in Early Black Identity
Development. In this sector, institutions like school and church, historical events, and
family interactions, values, and traditions add to the socialization of Black children
before they are aware of race and racism (Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 2001). Sector two,
Preadolescence development, is greatly influenced by messages from primary caregivers
received in sector one and how the community reinforces or does not reinforce those
messages and values. Three identity types begin to develop in Preadolescence. Low race
salience occurs when parents express few messages regarding race and race is not
significant in their lives. High race salience is developed when parents impart the
importance of race and race becomes central to the child’s identity. Internalized racism is
created through receiving negative messaging about the Black community, which can
result in self-hatred and shame (Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 2001). During sector three,
Adolescence, Black children enter into moratorium and accept one of the three identities
they have developed so far. Black children in this stage also begin to explore other
identities beyond race. They do this in order to develop a personally created self-concept,
which is an essential part of this stage in life span development (Cross & Fhagen-Smith,
2001).
The three identity types of low race salience, high race salience, and internalized
racism remain present in the fourth sector, Early Adulthood. The majority of Black young
adults have developed a high race salience identity, where they have established a strong
group orientation that values race and Black Culture and it becomes more personalized.
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Those in low race salience and internalized racism see race as non-essential in their life
or reject Blackness and Black culture. These two identities are most in need of a
conversion experience to develop a healthy Black identity in adulthood, but they may
never experience adult Nigrescence (Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 2001).
Sector five, Adult Nigrescence, represents Cross’s (1978) original model of
conversion for Black adults and is made up of four stages. The Preencounter stage is
comprised of low race salience and internalized racism identities, where the individuals
have an unhealthy Black identity (Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 2001). The Encounter stage
arises when a Black person experiences a traumatic or unexpected event that forces them
to question their racial identity. The Immersion-emersion stage has two developmental
processes. Immersion is characterized by the individual engrossing themselves in Black
culture (dress, history, music, etc.). During this time, the individual is transitioning from
connecting to dominant white culture to an authentic Black identity and is seeking out
meaningful relationships within the Black community. During Emersion, the individual
shifts from romanticizing Blackness to a more critical and healthy understanding of Black
culture and personal identity (Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 2001).
The sixth, and final, sector of the Life Span Black Identity Development model is
Nigrescence Recycling. Nigrescence recycling happens when an adult’s Black identity is
questioned or challenged. This forces the individual back into deep reflection about their
Black identity to seek a resolution. As concepts of race, racism, Blackness, and antiBlackness change over time, it is necessary for Black individuals to engage in
Nigrescence recycling to maintain a healthy Black identity throughout adult life (Cross &
Fhagen-Smith, 2001).
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Cross and Fhagen-Smith's (2001) Life Span Black Identity model laid the
foundation for the Racial/Cultural Identity Development (R/CID) model, which was
created by Sue and Sue (2012) and evolved from the five-stage Minority Identity
Development model created by Atkinson, Morten, and Sue in 1979. The R/CID model
was an attempt to synthesize the common elements of other race-specific identity
development models to help psychologists better understand the attitudes and behaviors
of their clients of color (Sue & Sue, 2012). It is a five-stage conceptual model that
describes the development process of people of color as they manage the oppressive
relationship between the white dominant culture and their racialized self. The five stages
are characterized by how a person of color views self, others of the same racial
community, other communities of color, and white people (Sue & Sue, 2012).
Racial/Cultural Identity Development model
Stage one of the Racial/Cultural Identity Development (R/CID) model is
Conformity, where individuals of color have a preference for dominant white culture over
their own racial and cultural group. In this stage, the individual aspires towards white
standards and will often view their own culture with disparagement. This is caused by the
pressure to assimilate towards the dominant culture through systems of hegemony (Omi
& Winant, 1994). The attitude towards self and people of the same racial/cultural
background is deprecating or neutral. The attitude towards other communities of color is
either discriminatory or neutral, but because they aspire towards whiteness, their attitude
towards the white community is appreciating and accepting (Sue & Sue, 2012).
In stage two of the model, Dissonance, the individual begins to move beyond the
denial of their culture and starts to question the dominant white culture. The transition to
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this stage is often slow and evolutionary as the person becomes more aware of racism in
the world and the dissonance this realization creates. During the Dissonance state, the
individual’s attitude towards self is in conflict, between self-deprecating and selfappreciation, and their attitude towards their own racial/cultural group is also in conflict
between deprecation and appreciation. Their attitudes towards other communities of color
shifts to being in conflict with believing the stereotypes produced by the dominant group
and seeing some common experiences with their own racial group (Sue & Sue, 2012).
Resistance and Immersion is stage three, and this is when the individual rejects
white dominant culture and embraces the values, beliefs, and practices of their own racial
and cultural community. People often feel a great deal of guilt, anger, and shame during
this stage and work towards ending oppression against their community. Their attitudes
and beliefs towards self and their own racial/cultural community is profound
appreciation. Their attitudes and beliefs towards other communities of color are a mix of
empathy for the oppression they face and a focus on wanting change for their own racial
group. Their attitudes towards the white dominant community shifts to seeing them as
oppressors and responsible for systems of racial oppression (Sue & Sue, 2012).
During the four stage of Introspection Stage, the individual: (a) realizes that
harboring intense anger towards the white system is emotionally and psychologically
exhausting; and (b) has feelings of discontent with the rigid culturocentric views of their
own racial/cultural group and wants more space for individualism. In stage four, the
individual’s attitude towards self remains appreciative but becomes more complex and
critical. Their attitude towards their own racial community, again, is still appreciative, but
they come to question their total belief in the culturocentric views. Their attitude towards

38
other racial groups is more open to learning about their experiences of oppression as
compared to their own. Their attitude toward the white dominant group is more critical
and shifts from complete distrust to being cautiously open (Sue & Sue, 2012).
The fifth and final stage of the model is Integrative Awareness, and in this stage,
the person has developed a stronger sense of their authentic self. They are able to more
critically assess the strengths and weaknesses in different cultures’ beliefs and practices,
which allows them to engage in society in a more open way. In this stage, there is also a
commitment to eliminate all forms of oppression. The attitude towards self is selfappreciating with a positive self-image and confidence. The attitude towards their own
racial community is appreciating without having to accept all practices, values, and
beliefs. The attitude towards other communities of color is characterized by a reaching
out, a sense of solidarity, and desire to learn. The attitude towards white dominant
communities is more positive and grounded in selective trust of individuals who have
proven to be allies (Sue & Sue, 2012).
Racial formation
Student affairs and higher education graduate programs focus mostly on
psychological identity development models like those just described. Even as a
multidisciplinary field, student affairs often ignores sociological frameworks to
understand student development. Individual students may progress through different
stages of individual racial identity development, but that development is set within a
particular socio-historical-political context. Race is a social construction and thus is best
understood through a contextualized lens. Omi and Winant (1994) set forth this definition
for race: “race is a concept which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests
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by referring to different types of human bodies” (p. 55). Biological factors are used in
socially constructed ways to create meaning of race and racial groups. The designation of
racial categories and determination of racial identity is connected to the distribution of
resources, natural and legal rights, and in some cases the power to choose who lives and
who dies. Race is, and will continue to be, a fundamental way in which the world is
structured and representation is created in the social world (Omi & Winant, 1994).
Omi and Winant (1994) assert that race is best understood through the concept of
racial formation, “the sociohistorical process by which racial categories are created,
inhabited, transformed, and destroyed” (p. 55). Racial formation is a process of
historically situated projects in which human bodies and social structures are organized
and represented. Thus race is both social structure and cultural representation, and racial
projects connect the structure and the representation (Omi & Winant, 1994). Racial
projects are defined as “simultaneously an interpretation, representation, or explanation
of racial dynamics, and in an effort to reorganize and redistribute resources along
particular racial lines” (Omi & Winant, 1994, p. 56). Racial projects happen on the macro
level, within the political spectrum, on the micro level, and across historical contexts. It is
through micro and macro level racial projects that individuals learn the rules of racial
categories and what ideas, behaviors, and ways of thinking are expected of different
racial identities (Omi & Winant, 1994).
Racial formation exists in a socio-historical-political context, which signifies that
the meaning of race and the systems of racial categorization change over time.
Historically race has shifted from being defined by religious affiliation to being defined
by science and from science to being defined by politics. How race is defined is shaped
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by the purpose of racial categories, which have always been used to set one group of
people above other groups for access to power and resources (Omi & Winant, 1994). It is
argued that the United States began as a racial dictatorship where whites have always
been in power and all non-whites were excluded from political spaces. The racial
dictatorship formed race in three ways: (a) it defined the “American identity” as white
identity, and as a result, all non-whites were not included; (b) the “colorline” became a
fundamental division in U.S. society that impacted the distribution of resources; and (c) it
consolidated the racial “other” as a singular minority group, without distinction of the
diversity within (Omi & Winant, 1994). Over time the United States has shifted from a
racial dictatorship to a racial democracy, and this has been facilitated through hegemony.
Hegemony is defined as “the conditions necessary, in a given society, for the
achievement and consolidation of rule…always constituted by a combination of coercion
and consent” (Omi & Winant, 1994, p. 67). The ruling group, in this case whites, use
systems like media, education, religion, and other means to create a “common sense” set
of ideas and practices that maintain their power. Over time, the hegemonic beliefs, like
whites are more intelligent and people of color have always been lazy, are set into the
minds of people of color, and they consent to racist systems willingly.
The K-12 educational system is a racial project in which boys of color learn how
to behave through their experiences with white women teachers and a white dominant
system. They are socialized to internalize racial stereotypes and believe they are less
intelligent and worthy of support than their white peers. Men of color who enter college
and become student leaders are developing their individual racial identities during a
pivotal development stage in their life. These student leadership positions have the
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potential to be positive racial projects where men of color can explore and reinterpret
their racial identity, but only with adequate support and the awareness of how formation
is happening within the current socio-historical-political context.
Critical Race Theory (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000; Patton, 2016) foregrounds
race, while also recognizing the other multiple intersecting identities that are
simultaneously shaping the world. This study attempts to foreground the racial formation
and gender identity development of men of color student leaders. Similar to the
exploration of race identity formation, the next section explores gender identity formation
from psychological and sociological frameworks.
Gender formation
This study uses Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a theoretical framework because it
foregrounds the racialized experiences of men of color students leaders with white
women supervisors. Latin@ Critical Race Theory (LatCrit), which is part of the CRT
family, pushes the critical analysis of structures and institutions by deepening the
conversation about intersectionality. LatCrit has traditionally been used to address the
complexity of the intersectional racism, sexism, classism, homophobia, and other forms
of oppression that Latinas face (Bernal, 2002; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). I am
attempting to both honor the tradition of the LatCrit lens and broaden its use to the
context of this study. Bernal (2002) states,
CRT and LatCrit in education can be defined as a framework that challenges the
dominant discourse on race, gender, and class as it relates to education by
examining how educational theory, policy, and practice subordinate certain racial
and ethnic groups. (p. 109)
This study is set in the context of higher education and the experiences of men of color
student leaders. LatCrit provides space to challenge the deficit model racist discourse
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about men of color in education, while simultaneously engaging in the feminist discourse
about the ways men of color still hold male privilege. Collins (1990) would argue that an
understanding of the intersections racial identity formation and the formation of gender is
needed to hold the complexity of both dominance and subordination across race and
gender within this study. This section reviews the construction of gender broadly and
narrows to the construction of masculinity in college.
Gender performance
In Western society, we have been taught to view men and women as naturally
defined with different psychological and behavioral patterns based on their sex. This
socialization about gender, and sex, has limited our ability to see how gender is used to
structure social interactions. West and Zimmerman (1987) argue that gender is actually
“an achieved status: that which is constructed through psychological, cultural and social
means” (p. 125). Similar to race, gender is not a set of traits stemming from biology. It is
created through a set of social interactions that repeat and reproduce. Gender is “a
routine, methodical, and recurring accomplishment… Doing gender involves a complex
set of socially guided perceptual, interactional, and micropolitical activities that cast
particular pursuits as expression of masculine and feminine ‘natures’” (West &
Zimmerman, 1987, p. 126). West and Zimmerman are describing gender as being
constructed through daily interactions and performances that happen on both individual
and cultural levels.
To understand gender, it is important to also understand the differences between
sex, sex categories, and gender. Sex is a determination made through the application of
socially agreed-upon biological criteria for classifying persons as males or females.
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Placement in a sex category is achieved through the application of the sex criteria, but in
everyday life, categorization is established and sustained by the socially required
identificatory displays that proclaim one’s membership in one or the other category.
Gender, in contrast, is the activity of managing the situated conduct in the light of
normative conceptions of attitudes and activities appropriate for one’s sex category (West
& Zimmerman, 1987, p. 127).
West and Zimmerman (1987) emphasize that although sex, sex categories, and
gender are different, they are socially linked to each other in the ways people learn to be
gendered beings in society. Systems, expectations, and consequences of gender
performance are created by tying specific traits and roles of gender to particular sex
categories through regular social interactions. Sex and sex categories are thought of as
male and female because sex, and by extension sex categories, are defined by socially
agreed-upon biological criteria. The consequences of binary of sex categories are binary
gender expressions and expectations that are narrowly defined and restrictive to both men
and women. It is also important to honor that the reality of sex, sex categories, and
gender are not set in the binary, but are complex, numerous, and beautiful.
We are always doing gender because we have connected everyday behaviors,
languages, jobs, dress, ideas, and values to the binary of masculine and feminine gender
performance. An essential part of doing gender is being assessed by society about how
gender appropriate or inappropriate one is being in a particular moment and context.
Individuals learn early on the consequences of being gender appropriate or inappropriate
through interactions with family members and friends (West & Zimmerman, 1987).
Through the regular assessment of masculinity and femininity, gender becomes managed
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conduct that is policed by the community and self-policed by the individual. Context,
time, culture, and location all determine what is appropriately masculine or feminine.
“Doing gender means creating differences between girls and boys and women and men,
differences that are not natural, essential or biological” (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p.
137). Collins (1990) would remind us that these socially created differences through the
policing of gender are designed to subordinate all women. As a result, masculinity has
been used as a tool to dehumanize women, the transgender community, and other men by
men. West and Zimmerman provide the broad context of how gender is constructed,
which helps in the understanding of how masculinity is constructed for men of color in
education.
Men’s socialization into masculinity begins at birth with their parental figures and
the many gendered interactions that occur on a daily basis. This daily socialization
continues into the schooling context. School is one of the primary institutions within the
United States where boys learn how to perform gender “appropriately.” It can be in
physical ways, like lining students up in lines for “boys” and “girls” in the morning, or
psychological ways, like teachers calling on boys first to answer math questions. Pascoe
(2007) spent time in a U.S. high school to explore how masculinity is created through
heteronormative and homophobic discourse. She found that there were multiple
masculinities existing at the school, but very few were validated by the culture of
masculinity in the school because many behaviors did not meet the set expectations of
manhood.
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In his TED talk, speaker Tony Porter (2010) concisely states this set of
expectations for men, which he calls the collective socialization of men, also known as
hegemonic masculinity:
…we were taught that men had to be tough, had to be strong, had to be
courageous, dominating—no pain, no emotions, with the exception of anger—and
definitely no fear; that men are in charge, which means women are not; that men
lead, and you should just follow and do what we say; that men are superior;
women are inferior; that men are strong; women are weak; that women are of less
value, property of men, and objects, particularly sexual objects. (0:11-0:55)
There are many versions of masculinity in the world, some far healthier than what Tony
Porter describes, but this toxic masculinity is reproduced through daily interactions and
based in systems of power and oppression. Toxic masculinity reinforces dominant and
oppressive behaviors while simultaneously punishing and silencing behaviors that
challenge hegemonic masculinity. It is possible to challenge hegemonic masculinity, but
it requires education, support, and mentorship for young men to deconstruct what they
have learned for so long (Katz, Heisterkamp, & Fleming, 2011).
Pascoe (2007) also found that the discourse between boys resulted in competition
and hierarchy among them based on the intersecting social group identities of the
individual boys. This hierarchy is best described by Connell’s model of multiple
masculinities, “men enact and embody different configurations of masculinity depending
on their positions within a social hierarchy of power” (Pascoe, 2007, p. 7). Connell
(1995) argues that hegemonic masculinity is at the top of the hierarchy and actively
reproduces the gender oppression described by Porter (2010). Complicit Masculinity
describes men who do not actively produce hegemonic masculinity, but benefit from it.
Connell (1995) further states that mostly gay men engage in subordinated masculinity
because they are oppressed by elements of hegemonic masculinity and that men of color
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and men from low-income backgrounds engage in marginalized masculinity because they
have access to power as men, but not in terms of race or class.
Connell's (1995) model of multiple masculinities reveals that hegemonic
masculinity is really a white, heterosexual, and upper-class masculinity. Collins (1990)
would push this revelation even further and state that hegemonic masculinity is actually a
white, heterosexual, upper-class, able-bodied, Christian, well-educated masculinity that is
unachievable for any one person, but all men are taught to aspire towards it. At the center
of hegemonic masculinity is the subordination of women, and this is first accomplished
by placing some men above other men (Connell, 1995). This unachievable bar of
manhood creates conflict and confusion for all men as they develop their own definition
of masculinity, and the conflict is even more severe for men of color in higher education.
While hegemonic masculinity remains consistent, how masculinity is constructed
is “not universal but local, age limited, and institutional and that other definitions of
masculinity may be found in different locales and different times” (Pascoe, 2007, p. 14).
For the purpose of this study, it is important to explore how masculinity is constructed in
the context of a college campus.
Student development theory has long argued that the behavior of students is the
outcome of what they learn from their environment (Astin, 1984). Harris and Struve
(2009) completed a study on how campus cultures teach men what are valid masculine
behaviors by conducting individual interviews and focus groups with 68 undergraduate
men from a Western region, selective, private, research institution in the United States.
The men in the study described the campus cultures in three ways: diverse, patriarchal,
and competitive (Harris & Struve, 2009). During their college experience, the men saw a
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more diverse set of masculinities and were able to engage with men with different
intersecting identities. This diversity of masculine expression created space for the
participants to expand their definition of masculinity as well as undo some of the biases
against Queer men and men of color in particular. In spite of the diversity of
masculinities on campus, the participants shared that the traditional hegemonic
masculinity that male athletes and fraternity men embodied still reigned supreme (Harris
& Struve, 2009). It was acceptable to be an engineer nerd or part of the improv theatre
team, but it was still the athletes and fraternities that were promoted on campus and given
the most visibility. The participants also noted that male athletes and fraternity men did
not have to work as hard to receive respect from other men and attracted women with less
effort. The participants also noted that the campus culture was very competitive among
men (Harris & Struve, 2009). Men would compete in traditionally masculine ways like
athletics, video games, and drinking alcohol, as well as in academics, both in the
difficulty of their majors and who received the highest grades. The participants expressed
feeling anxious and frustrated with the competitive culture among men but did not want
to risk losing status by challenging it.
The findings of this study are both encouraging and disappointing. Harris and
Struve (2009) found that college men are seeing and appreciating a diversity of
masculinities on campus, which is adding to their growth, but they also found that the
men who express hegemonic masculinity are reinforced and rewarded by individuals and
the larger institution, which is consistent with Connell's (1995) hierarchy of
masculinities. Multiple masculinities can exist on a college campus, but traditional
competitive masculinity remains at the top of the hierarchy. College men, with their
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multiple intersecting identities, are developing their own definition of manhood within
the cultural context of campus. The next three studies provide insight into how men make
meaning of their male identity while in college.
Edwards and Jones (2009) completed a constructivist grounded theory study with
eight men from diverse backgrounds utilizing a social justice lens to explore the gender
identity development of college men. “The men’s gender identity development is
described as a process of interacting with society’s expectations by learning these
expectations, putting on the mask to conform with these expectations, wearing the mask,
and struggling to begin to take off the mask” (Edwards & Jones, 2009, p. 214). The
metaphor of the “mask” is popular in masculinity literature and refers to the performing
of masculinity, which often conflicts with the authentic self (Katz et al., 2011; O’Neil,
1981; Pascoe, 2007; West & Zimmerman, 1987). This model provides a foundation for
understanding how men make meaning of their masculinities in college, which will be
made more complex and nuanced by additional research.
The first element in the college men’s gender identity development model is
understanding that men exist in a social context where they learn the dominant society’s
expectations of hegemonic masculinity. Depending on the different social group
identities of an individual (race, class, sexuality, etc.), he will also learn the layers or
expectations for being a man of color, a Queer man, and or some intersection of many
marginalized identities.
The second element of the model is college men performing masculinity, which is
heavily influenced by the hegemonic ideal of manhood (Pascoe, 2007; West &
Zimmerman, 1987). This happens in three phases: feeling the need to put on the mask,
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wearing the mask, and realizing the consequences of wearing the mask of masculinity
(Edwards & Jones, 2009). In the feeling the need to put on the mask phase, men feel
pressure to meet society’s expectations of masculinity because they have experienced
negative consequences for falling short most of their lives. They have been taught that
although they love activities and behaviors like theatre, care taking, and crying, those
activities are not doing masculinity appropriately, so they must put on the mask to fit in
(Edwards & Jones, 2009; West & Zimmerman, 1987).
The next phase is college men wearing the mask and performing masculinity in
ways that meet society’s expectations. This is done out of survival and often manifests in
the overconsumption of alcohol, objectifying women, and risky health behaviors.
Wearing the mask does not look the same for all men, and the different masculinity
masks are influenced by a man’s multiple identities. Men of color in particular discussed
some common responses to the experience of feeling insecure about their masculinity
because of racism and wearing the mask. These included
…believing the stereotypes, choosing the stereotypes, needing to not be the
stereotype, which for many results in experiencing stereotype threat, or
overcompensating according to the traditional definition, which often
unintentionally reinforced racist perspectives of cultural masculinities. (Edwards
& Jones, 2009, p. 218)
So as men of color feel pressure and struggle to wear the mask of hegemonic masculinity,
they face conformity to both an unhealthy masculinity and an oppressive white ideal.
The third phase of performing masculinity is experiencing and recognizing
consequences of wearing a mask. It is in this phase that men begin to realize how things
like homophobia, competition, and the punishment of vulnerability hurt their
development. They see how wearing the mask of hegemonic masculinity leads to
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demeaning and oppressing women, the loss of meaningful relationships with other men,
and the loss of their own authenticity (Edwards & Jones, 2009).
The final element of the college men’s gender identity development model is
beginning to transcend external expectations, where men find ways to take off the mask
and express their authentic selves. Edwards and Jones (2009) note that college men do
not take the mask completely off, but find spaces and relationships where they feel most
safe to do so and explore their authentic masculinities. There are several critical
influences that support men taking off the mask: positive personal influences like
coaches, mentors, and peers who role model authentic masculinity; exposure to different
expressions of masculinities; academic courses that study gender and masculinities; and
critical personal life events (Edwards & Jones, 2009).
Edwards and Jones’s (2009) Grounded Theory of College Men’s Gender Identity
Development provides a foundation that additional theories about college men’s
conceptualization of masculinity and meaning making can build upon for a fuller
understanding of college men’s identity development. Harris (2010) conducted a
grounded theory study involving 68 undergraduate student men to create a conceptual
model of how college men make meaning of masculinity. The study was grounded in
three conceptual frameworks: masculinity is constructed through socialization, multiple
social identities influence the ways masculinity is constructed for individuals, and there
are multiple masculinities that can be healthy and positive.
Harris's (2010) model has three key variables that align with Edwards and Jones's
(2009) theory. The first key variable is the common meanings of masculinities among the
participants that reflected their gender-related attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions. These
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were being confident and self-assured, assuming responsibility, being respected, and
embodying physical prowess (Harris, 2010). The participants stated that these meanings
were at the core of masculinity and that they were learned and reinforced prior to college.
These core meanings of masculinity are grounded in the hegemonic masculinity
thoroughly discussed earlier (Collins, 1990; Pascoe, 2007; Porter, 2010). This resonates
with the first element of Edwards and Jones's (2009) theory, that college men are aware
of the social context and expectations of hegemonic masculinity. Men have been forced
to wear the mask of masculinity as boys and bring those pressures and experiences to
campus.
The next key variable is the contextual influences that impact men’s meaning
making of masculinity (Harris 2010). The first contextual influence is precollege gender
socialization, which includes parental influences, male peer interactions, and participation
in sports and other masculinized activities. The next contextual influence is the campus
culture, which the participants described as diverse, patriarchal, and competitive, which
reinforces the findings of the Harris and Struve (2009) study. The next two contextual
influences are campus involvement and academic interests. The more involved a man is
on campus, the more he is exposed to diverse masculinities and learning about himself.
Campus involvement can be influenced by academic interest, because some majors are
male dominated and the demands of STEM majors often limit a student’s time to be
involved in co-curricular activities. The final contextual influence is male peer
interactions. The four contextual influences can either reinforce core meanings college
men hold about hegemonic masculinity or challenge them. These contextual influences
shape why men feel the need to wear a mask, how they perform with their mask on, and
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opportunities for men to take off the mask towards a more authentic masculinity
(Edwards & Jones, 2009).
The third key variable is the shared male gender norms that are the outcomes
from the interactions between the core meanings of masculinity that college men hold
and the contextual influences they experience during college. Harris (2010) found three
shared gender norms that came up repeatedly from the data. The first is a “work hardplay hard” mentality. College men feel pressure to live up to the expectations of both
taking on difficult courses and majors and performing an active social life that is filled
with partying, alcohol, and sexual relationships. The second shared gender norm is the
wearing of the mask to perform hypermasculinity, which includes the homophobic,
misogynistic, competitive, vulnerability silencing behaviors that create negative
consequences for men (Edwards & Jones, 2009; Harris, 2010). The final shared gender
role is male bonding. The participants expressed a desire and need to connect with other
men to escape the competitive culture of campus, connecting around similar lived
experiences, and develop more meaningful relationships (Harris, 2010). Interestingly, it is
through male bonding that men both reinforce the wearing of the mask and create
vulnerable spaces where men can take off the mask (Edwards & Jones, 2009).
College men’s desire to take off the mask while engaging in behaviors that
reinforce the wearing of the mask was explored by Harris (2008) through a constructivist
epistemology perspective in his study on college men’s masculine conceptualization and
gender performance. Gender role conflict (O’Neil, 1981) was an important concept in the
research. Gender role conflict is when the expectations of gendered social norms have a
negative psychological effect on a person. In the context of masculinity, gender role
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conflict arises when a man must choose between his authentic self and the demands of
hypermasculinity. Briefly, the findings of this study were that the participants believed in
much healthier versions of masculinities that included having good character, integrity,
and respect. The participants verbally denied many of the ideas around homophobia,
sexism, and unhealthy behaviors in hopes of a healthier masculinity. However, the study
also found that men were regularly engaging in stereotypical hypermasculine behaviors
that were grounded in misogyny, alcohol consumption, and homophobia (Harris, 2008).
The findings of this study shed more light on the difficulties college men have
moving from wearing the mask and performing hegemonic masculinity and taking off the
mask towards a more authentic self (Edwards & Jones, 2009). The social context and the
influences on college men consistently force them into the box of hegemonic masculinity,
which is reinforced by the campus culture. Men internally desire more for themselves. As
a result, they attempt to create meaningful relationships and have a more authentic
masculinity. However, these male spaces are in tension with the desire to take off the
mask and the societal pressure to keep on the mask. The conflict of who they are and
what they are expected to be is complex and causes emotional stress that men are taught
to suppress. It can be the role of student affairs professionals to be mentors in
empowering college men to learn to live without the mask, but to do this, student affairs
professionals must be properly trained to recognize the tension men carry and the
behaviors of the wearing the mask, especially by men with marginalized identities.
This study focuses on the intersections of racial and gender identity formation of
men of color student leaders in the context of being supervised and advised by white
women student affairs professionals. Student affairs has traditionally focused on identity
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development through a psychological lens. Sociological theories of gender and race are
also necessary to fully understand how identity is shaped on the individual and systemic
levels through group identity. Omi and Winant's (1994) concept racial projects and West
and Zimmerman's (1987) concept of doing gender, or gender performance, provide the
language to describe the ways men of color student leaders navigate their personal
gendered and racialized realities. Men of color and the white women who supervise them
are simultaneously performing their gender and racial identities within the tensions of
what is authentic and what is expected by society. This intrapersonal tension has
interpersonal and personal consequences that are discussed in the next section.
The Higher Education Context
The previous section reviewed the theoretical and conceptual frameworks of this
study as well as foundational racial and gender identity development models. The
literature review argues that the social construction of race and gender happens within a
specific socio-historical-political context. The broad context of this study is the racial and
gender formation of men of color in higher education and narrows to focus on their
experiences in student leadership roles with white women supervisors and advisors. This
section surveys the literature about the experiences of men of color in higher education
and explores the broad foundations of student affairs and the training of student affairs
professionals.
The experiences of men of color in higher education are heavily impacted by their
experience in the K-12 system. The introduction of this study provided a brief overview
of the experiences of boys of color being tracked into the school-to-prison pipeline by the
K-12 educational system. One result of the school-to-prison pipeline is the high dropout
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rates of boys of color: 12% of African-American boys, 17% of Native American boys,
4% of Asian boys, 22% of Latino boys, and 8% of Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
boys, as compared to 7% of white boys (Lee & Ransom, 2011). Many boys of color will
graduate from high school but never enter into higher education. The following data
about the pathways of boys of color after high school collected by Lee and Ransom
(2011) does not include the hundreds of thousands of boys of color who drop out.
Pathways to higher education
As part of the CollegeBoard Advocacy and Policy Center, Lee and Ransom
(2011) created a report about the pathways of men of color in higher education. They
found that post-high school graduation, men of color ages 15 to 24 follow one of six
different pathways: death, incarceration, not-employed, military, employed, or enrolled in
postsecondary education (Lee & Ransom, 2011). For African-American men, 9.9% are
incarcerated, 34.4% are unemployed, and 33.4% are enrolled in postsecondary education.
For Latino men, 5.2% are incarcerated, 46.5% are unemployed, and 33.4% are enrolled in
postsecondary education. For Native American men, 2.7% are incarcerated, 39.2% are
unemployed, and only 8% are enrolled in postsecondary education. For Asian men, 3.4%
are incarcerated, 29.8% are unemployed, and 61.1% are enrolled in postsecondary
education. “Collectively, the pathway data show that more than 51 percent of Hispanic
males, 45 percent of African American males, 42 percent of Native American Males, and
33 percent of Asian American males ages 15 to 24 will end up unemployed, incarcerated,
or dead” (Lee & Ransom, 2011, p. 50). This is compared to the 67% of white men ages
15 to 24 who are enrolled in postsecondary education (Lee & Ransom, 2011). It is also
important to note that women, across all races, are enrolled in postsecondary education at
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higher rates than men. The pathway to higher education for men of color is difficult and
to many seems impossible.
Enrollment in postsecondary education is a very broad term. It is pertinent to this
study to know where men of color are enrolled and how this impacts their postsecondary
education experience. For African American men ages 15-24 who were enrolled in
postsecondary education, 1.9% attended vocational school, 29% attended a two-year
institution, 65.2% attended a four-year institution, and 3.8% were enrolled in graduate
school. For Asian men, 2.8% attended vocational school, 22.8% attended a two-year
institution, 60.2% attended a four-year institution, and 14.2% were enrolled in graduate
school. For Hispanic men, 2.7% attended vocational school, 45.5% attended a two-year
institution, 49.3% attended a four-year institution, and 2.4% were enrolled in graduate
school. For Native American men, 1.7% attended vocational school, 18.3% attended a
two-year institution, 68.7% attended a four-year institution, and 11.3% were enrolled in
graduate school (Lee & Ransom, 2011). With the exception of Latino/Hispanic men, who
have a higher percentage attending two-year institutions, the percentages of men of color
15-24 enrolled in four-year institutions is consistent with the overall average. However,
this data must be contextualized with the information previously discussed about the
limited pathways post-high school graduation for men of color. For example, the
percentage of Native American men enrolled in four-year institutions and graduate school
combined is 80%, which sounds promising, but this 80% is best understood with the
knowledge that only 8% of Native American boys 15 to 24 enroll in postsecondary
education after graduating from high school (Lee & Ransom, 2011).
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This information is relevant for several reasons. First, it demonstrates how the
oppressive system of education negatively impacts boys and men of color. It is an
institutional issue, not an individual student issue, when more than half of Hispanic men
15-24 are more likely to be unemployed, incarcerated, or dead than to be enrolled in
postsecondary education. Second, the information points to how isolated the few men of
color who do attend four-year institutions can be on their campuses and the need for
support and mentorship. Higher education can lead to profound personal growth and
multiple opportunities for career development, and it is critical to note college is not the
only way to find meaningful employment and happiness in life3. The next section reviews
the literature of the experiences of men of color once they have arrived at campus and
their struggles to succeed and graduate.
Experiences within higher education for men of color
The report on men of color by Lee and Ransom (2011) provides powerful statistical
information. As a qualitative pairing, the College Board Advocacy & Policy Center and
Business Innovation Factory (2011) conducted a study that involved 92 men of color (18
Native American, 19 Asian American/Pacific Islander, 25 African American, and 30
Hispanic/Latino) from 39 different institutions from 5 regions across the country. The

3

It is also critical for me to note that higher education, while the focus of this study, is

not the definition of success or happiness in one’s life. Men of color, and all people, can
lead very successful and fulfilling lives that do not involve the pathway to higher
education. This rhetoric feeds into academic and class elitism, which creates further
divides within first-generation college families and many families of color.
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methods included individual, group, and peer-to-peer interviews. The focus of the study
was to explore the most significant factors that impacted the success of men of color in
higher education. The College Board Advocacy & Policy Center and Business Innovation
Factory (2011) found that the factors that impacted men of color were similar across
racial groups. Thus, their findings were presented as impacts on all men of color as
opposed to being race specific.
The study was organized in three broad themes: pressures of life, paths to
completion, and webs of support. Each theme includes roadblocks to success and
catalysts for success. This organization provides a framework to analyze other research
about the experiences of men of color student leaders in higher education.
Pressures of life
Higher education and student affairs professionals often take the perspective that
all college students are similar and apply research about college students broadly. This
colorblind and generally identity-neutral approach erases the unique pressures men of
color face in higher education. Men of color may be enrolled in college, but they are also
working, providing for their families, and much more. Some of the pressures they are
navigating include trying to financially provide for themselves and for their family,
exploring their cultural identity, being parents, facing stereotypes, engaging in extracurricular activities, and avoiding alcohol and drug abuse (College Board Advocacy &
Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011). Many men of color are managing a
mixture of these pressures while simultaneously trying to focus on academics.
One of the roadblocks men of color face from the pressures of life is addressing
adult burdens like managing community and family needs that pull them away from
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school. These needs are both social and financial, which lead to a great deal of stress on
men of color (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory,
2011). This is particularly true for Latino men because of the strong cultural value of
family. Family obligations often call Latino men away from campus, which hinders their
ability to build community on campus (Saenz & Ponjuan, 2009). Another roadblock is
the pressure to put the needs of others first and be a role model for their community. This
pressure is particularly heavy for first-generation college students, who are expected to
succeed in college, then provide resources and support to the rest of their community
(College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011). Men
of color repeatedly mentioned in the research that there are very few men of color staff
and faculty on campus to be their role models (Arminio et al., 2000; Harper et al., 2011;
Quaye & Harper, 2007; Strayhorn, 2008b). As a result, men of color feel pressure to
serve as a role model for their peers and for their family members, but they do not always
have the mentorship required to navigate the pressures of being a role model.
Another powerful roadblock for men of color is feeling like they do not belong on
campus (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory,
2011). A strong sense of belonging has been tied to the increased retention of both Black
and Latino college men, but men of color as a broad community feel alienated,
unwelcomed, and marginalized due to the negative racial stereotypes society holds about
them (Solorzano et al., 2000; Strayhorn, 2008a, 2008b). Solorzano et al. (2000) explored
the impact of racial microaggressions and campus climate on African American college
students. Although their findings were specific to African American students, the themes
do provide important insights that can be related to how all men of color experience
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racial microaggression and how this impacts their sense of belonging. African American
students experienced racial microaggressions in the classroom from their professors that
made them feel invisible and like their faculty had lower expectations of them. Their
peers also had lower expectations and would often not include them in study groups or be
surprised when they contributed in meaningful ways in class (Solorzano et al., 2000).
African American students, and more broadly men of color, retreat from academic space
into non-academic spaces like clubs and social organizations to escape the negative
academic racial climate, only to find more overt racism in social spaces (Quaye &
Harper, 2007; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001; Strayhorn, 2008a). African American students
felt like their organizations were policed more heavily and under greater scrutiny than
those of their white counterparts. These double standards for students of color contributed
to a diminished sense of belonging (Solorzano et al., 2000). Racial microaggressions and
negative racial climate cause many men of color to doubt their own gifts and talents in
academia, feel tokenized on campus, and feel pushed out of college. These pressures can
lead to men of color struggling with creating a healthy social life that not only allows for
stress relief, but also does not distract from the demand of their academics (College
Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011; Solorzano et al.,
2000).
Some of the catalysts men of color use to face the pressures of life are to become
resource savvy and find creative ways to pay for school and utilize on-campus job
opportunities (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory,
2011). Men of color also begin to explore their racial and ethnic identities and connect to
cultural groups that help them stay rooted in the values and traditions of their families.
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Joining organizations and finding spaces to connect with other men of color is also a very
important strategy for men of color to be successful in college. Cultural organizations and
men of color-only spaces are considered counter-spaces, which “allow African American
students [and all students of color] to foster their own learning and to nurture a supportive
environment wherein their experiences are validated and viewed as important
knowledge” (Solorzano et al., 2000, p. 70). Lastly, men of color used resilience as a
strategy to realistically overcome being academically unprepared for college-level
classes. They mentioned access resources like tutoring and time management workshops
to improve their success (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business
Innovation Factory, 2011).
Paths to completion
The path to graduation for men of color is far more complex than what the
traditional pipeline accounts for, and thus can fall short of providing adequate support.
College Board Advocacy & Policy Center and Business Innovation Factory (2011) found
that men of color generally felt like systems of higher education were very difficult to
navigate, especially when they did not follow the traditional path. Many men of color will
take time after high school to work before entering college, and others will drop out of
college for personal and financial reasons and later return to complete their degrees. This
often leads to men of color struggling to feel like their educational experience has
meaning and purpose (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation
Factory, 2011).
There are a number of roadblocks for men of color on their path to graduation.
Men of color settling for less and chasing the golden ticket are two roadblocks that are
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interconnected. Men of color often feel pressured to choose a degree that will provide for
their family or choose a major that is safer because they feel inadequate in their academic
skills. This can lead students to see a college degree as solely a means to a higher paying
job, and as a result, they struggle to stay motivated and engaged in their learning process.
Another roadblock is that many men of color step off the pipeline towards a degree, and
systems within higher education are not well designed to help students get back into the
pipeline when they have dropped out for financial and academic struggles. A major
roadblock to graduation for men of color is financial restrictions. Men of color are forced
to choose their institution based on location and cost, which is starkly different from
wealthier students, who are socialized to choose their institution based on prestige, social
life, and academic fit (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation
Factory, 2011).
The participants in the study also identified vital catalysts that supported their
path towards completion. Men of color are able to use their real-world experiences
outside of college as capital to navigate the pressures of the classroom. They were able to
translate values and skills from their lived experiences into academics. For example,
taking their work ethic from working multiple jobs outside of the college setting and
applying their work ethic to academic discipline. Cultivating a sense of self also helped
students to engage in a healthier learning process and develop goals beyond their college
experience. This empowered the men to choose an academic path that had personal
meaning and make more intentional choices about classes and co-curricular activities.
Once men of color find a personal connection to their studies, they are able to shed the
oppressive K-12 educational experience and fully invest in their academic and personal
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growth (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory,
2011).
Webs of support
In the webs of support theme, the participants share how they succeed and push
past the challenges of pressures and roadblocks in their pathways to graduation. Men of
color learn how to adapt existing resources from multiple areas to find support. Each
individual creates their web of support differently, and the effectiveness of these webs
had an enormous impact on a student’s success.
There are two primary roadblocks for men of color in developing effective webs
of support. Men of color struggle with asking for support. They struggle because
hegemonic masculinity has socialized men to not to ask for help because it is a sign of
weakness (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory,
2011; Ojeda, Navarro, Meza, & Arbona, 2012; Saenz & Ponjuan, 2009). Men of color are
not always aware of what resources are available and often are unsure of what they might
need. Many men of color also have the experience of asking for help, not receiving
effective support, and leaving feeling discouraged. As a result, they assume campus
resources and professionals will not be useful for them (College Board Advocacy &
Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011). The other major roadblock is the
lack of tangible support and resources available for men of color in higher education.
Universities lack culturally relevant resources that can help men of color overcome the
unique roadblocks they face. So even when men of color reach out for support, they often
experience a void within the system of higher education that reinforces their feelings of
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isolation on campus (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation
Factory, 2011; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000; Solorzano et al., 2000).
Men of color do employ a number of catalysts to develop effective webs of
support. They learn to use different types of resources for specific support. They will find
different places and individuals to piece together the personal, professional, and academic
support they need. Family is a vital resource of support, both from individual family
members and from familial structures. Family, particularly mothers and other women,
provide an enormous amount of emotional support that help men of color succeed in
higher education (and in life.) Role models, both positive and negative, play an important
role in supporting success. Role models can be older family members or mentors, but
much of the time peers play a central role in support structures for men of color. They
begin to see what paths they want to follow and what paths may lead to failure. Men of
color then begin to emulate the positive behaviors they see in their peers and discard less
effective behaviors. The power of peers also creates space for men of color to be role
models for other men, which creates a positive self-concept and increases motivation.
This is a shift from feeling the burden of trailblazing a path for others to co-creating a
path towards success in college (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business
Innovation Factory, 2011).
The findings from the College Board Advocacy & Policy Center and Business
Innovation Factory (2011) study provide a broad survey of the experiences of men of
color in higher education and the roadblocks they face during their path towards
graduation. The participants consistently talked about two concepts across all three
themes: the importance of having a sense of belonging on campus and the need for role
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models. However, it can be difficult to increase both of these factors for men of color.
Strayhorn (2008a; 2008b) found that the most significant factors that increased the sense
of belonging for Black and Latino men are time spent studying, GPA, and diverse
interactions on campus. The diverse interactions included both a diversity of ideas and
people with diverse identities. The studies found that interactions with diverse people had
the greatest positive impact on men of color’s sense of belonging (Strayhorn, 2008a,
2008b). Engaging in student leadership roles provides students additional time to study,
increases their GPA, often creates opportunities for student leaders to engage with a
diverse group of peers, and a myriad of other benefits (Harper, 2006; Quaye & Harper,
2007). The next section of the literature narrows to the experiences of men of color in
student leadership roles as the principal context of this study.
Experiences of men of color in student leadership roles
Harper (2006) found that men of color benefit from engaging in student
leadership roles in the following ways. It helps them access social capital, resources, and
politically well-positioned people. They develop skills to respond effectively to racist
stereotypes in and outside the classroom. They gain the political intelligence for survival
in professional settings where they are underrepresented. Student leadership roles often
offer opportunities for men of color to engage in a critical reflection on their masculinity.
Quaye and Harper (2007) found that involvement in student leadership roles help men of
color develop stronger racial identities and cross-cultural communication skills that lead
to coalition building and social justice activism.
These powerful benefits could drastically improve the retention and graduation
rates of men of color in higher education, yet men of color are consistently some of the
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least involved students on college campuses (Arminio et al., 2000; Harper et al., 2011;
Quaye & Harper, 2007). There are many factors that hinder men of color from engaging
in student leadership roles that have already been explored. They face subtle and overt
racism in non-academic spaces on and off campus; they are burdened with financial and
family responsibilities; and they often do not think of themselves as leaders (Arminio et
al., 2000; College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory,
2011; Solorzano et al., 2000). In order to make student leadership roles more accessible
for men of color, student affairs needs more complex knowledge of their experiences in
these roles and what motivates them to be leaders.
Arminio et al. (2000) conducted a phenomenological study to explore why
students of color engage in student leadership programs at such low rates. The authors
interviewed 106 men and women college students who identified as African American,
Asian, and Latin@. This study identified several factors that deterred students of color
from engaging in leadership positions. The first factor was that students of color either do
not connect to the term “leader” or resent the idea of being a leader. Many students of
color considered becoming a leader as joining the dominant, oppressive system, selling
out and becoming “white” (Arminio et al., 2000). This is partly due to the ways
leadership is defined by most programs in student affairs. Students of color function
better from a collectivist framework of leadership, and many leadership programs
continue to promote an individualistic (white patriarchal) definition of being a leader.
One of the most interesting factors that kept students of color away from leadership
programs was the personal cost they paid to become leaders (Arminio et al., 2000).
Participants stated that they lost a sense of privacy when they became leaders and were
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put under a microscope constantly. They also stated that they lost relationships with other
students of color because of unrealistic and often contradictory expectations. They were
expected to both serve the institution and open doors for communities of color. Sadly,
negative racial climates and systemic racism meant that these two things were often
mutually exclusive (Collins, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1999; Solorzano et al., 2000).
Harper et al. (2011) conducted a study on the experiences of Black male resident
assistants (RAs) and student leadership at predominately white institutions. Consistent
with the findings of other studies (Arminio et al., 2000; College Board Advocacy &
Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011), the lack of role models negatively
impacted men of color’s ability to develop their racial identity within leadership roles.
The Black male RAs felt isolated and without other men of color on staff felt pressured to
speak on behalf of their race, help their white counterparts manage racialized situations,
and often feared being characterized as the “angry Black man.” As a result, a number of
the participants stated they considered leaving their positions and/or not returning the
following year because of the lack of role models who looked like them, especially on the
professional level (Harper et al., 2011). The participants of the study also named the
benefits of having professional men of color role models. They were able to receive
advice on how to anticipate and navigate racial politics, were provided culturally
comfortable opportunities for engagement, and were given unfiltered feedback and a
trustworthy perspective on professional and personal matters (Harper et al., 2011). Sadly,
most men of color will not receive this kind of support from someone who looks like
them.
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A number of studies found that as men of color engaged in predominately white
leadership spaces, they faced racial stereotypes and overt racism that hindered their
growth and development (Arminio et al., 2000; Harper, 2006; Quaye & Harper, 2007).
Men of color in these spaces felt like they were forced to assimilate and lost a sense of
their identity. These predominately white spaces felt hostile and less authentic for men of
color (Arminio et al., 2000). This is a stark contradiction to the experience men of color,
particularly Black men, in predominately people of color student organizations, where
they could be their authentic selves and express their racial identity confidently (Quaye &
Harper, 2007). Black male RAs experienced subtle racism from their supervisors and
from other RAs. Their white peers expressed surprise when the Black male RAs
demonstrated a high level of competency in their position. This forced the men to be
hyperconscious of their behaviors and interactions, which caused a great deal of anxiety.
This resulted in the men working harder to feel equal to their white counterparts (Harper
et al., 2011).
Most germane to this study, the Black male RAs stated their relationship with
their white supervisors had a large impact on their leadership experience and their racial
identity development (Harper et al., 2011). Participants felt like they were under the
constant scrutiny of their white supervisors because they doubted their abilities and
competency. The men of color also shared experiencing racial microaggressions from
their white supervisors and like they never got the benefit of the doubt. They saw their
white peers being given the space to fail more often, but very few chances were given to
black men. All of these experiences lead to the participants feeling like they had to work
much harder compared to their white counterparts, and they felt an internalized pressure
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to represent their entire racial group (Harper et al., 2011). Virtually all of the participants
contemplated leaving their leadership position due to the additional stress of the racial
microaggressions and overt racism they experienced.
Even through all of these challenges, some men of color still pursue student
leadership roles. They receive numerous personal benefits when they become leaders, but
many become leaders for selfless reasons. Quaye and Harper (2007) studied the
leadership development of Black men and found their strongest driving force behind
becoming leaders was to uplift the African American community. Many would engage in
predominately Black organizations to focus their efforts directly on issues the African
American community faced. Others would intentionally join mainstream predominately
white organizations (knowing they would face racism and hostility) because they saw
opportunities to funnel resources to the Black community. They were willing to be
tokenized so that their voice and the voice of their community could be heard (Quaye &
Harper, 2007). This type of leadership towards justice exemplifies a strong racial identity.
It is imperative that student affairs professionals find ways to foster this drive in men of
color.
Men of color will continue to battle against a racial climate that tells them they do
not belong (Solorzano et al., 2000). They are motivated to engage in leadership positions
to develop their racial identities, but they lack the role models on campus that reflect their
lived experience (Arminio et al., 2000; College Board Advocacy & Policy Center &
Business Innovation Factory, 2011; Harper et al., 2011). Until the field becomes more
diverse and shifts out of white patriarchical (as well as heteronormative and middle-class)
pedagogies of leadership, white student affairs professionals, specifically white women,
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must improve their awareness, knowledge, and skills to support men of color. Without
such change, the profession will continue to negatively impact men of color, hindering
their racial and gender identity development, and negate the positive impact student
leadership roles can have for men of color (Harper et al., 2011).
Student Affairs Professionals in Higher Education
The exploration of the field of student affairs is essential to this study because it
provides the context in which men of color are being shaped to be leaders on college
campuses and where they are forming their racial and gender identities. This section of
the literature review will provide an overview of the foundations of the field of student
affairs in higher education. This section also analyzes the ways student affairs
professionals are trained in graduate programs and shaped to work with college students.
I examine what kind of education student affairs in higher education programs are
generally providing future student affairs practitioners around diversity, equity, and
access, as well as explore critical educational pedagogies that challenge the traditional
training of educators.
Student affairs foundations
The two largest professional organizations for the field of student affairs, ACPA
and NASPA (2015), jointly created a set of foundational competencies for the profession.
The first iteration of the document was created in 2010 and was later updated to its final
form in 2015; it was intended to “set out the scope and content of professional
competencies required of student affairs educators in order for them to succeed within the
current higher education environment” (ACPA & NASPA, 2015, p. 7). The 10 core
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competencies set forth by NASPA and ACPA jointly are intended to “define student
affairs work and lay our directions for the future development of student affairs” (p. 7).
The 10 competencies are discrete, but they do have considerable overlap, and the
development in one area intersects with the growth in others. The competencies are
organized into foundational, intermediate, and advanced levels (ACPA & NASPA, 2015).
The 10 competencies are Personal and Ethical Foundations; Values, Philosophy, and
History; Assessment, Evaluation, and Research; Law, Policy, and Governance;
Organizational and Human Resource; Leadership; Social Justice and Inclusion; Student
Learning and Development; Technology; and Advising and Supporting.
An analysis of several core professional competencies is relevant to this study to
understand how the profession of student affairs approaches cultural competency and
supporting students from marginalized backgrounds. The Organizational and Human
Resources competency description has a large focus on the development of supervision
skills and providing effective feedback to students, but it is not until the intermediate
level of this competency where student affairs professionals are expected to have an
awareness of group dynamics and supporting staff at different levels, which describes
racial climate on a staff. Only in advanced level do the competencies mention addressing
diverse identities on staff and addressing staff morale and conflict from multiple entities
from diverse perspectives (ACPA & NASPA, 2015). This could contribute to the
negative racial climate men of color experience in student leadership roles (Harper et al.,
2011), because students are often supervised by entry-level professionals who are still
developing their professional skills. Another relevant competency is Leadership, and on
the foundational level professionals are expected to understand hierarchies, governing
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groups, and nature of power as it relates to leadership, as well as recognize how one’s
values and beliefs inform oneself as an effective leader (ACPA & NASPA, 2015).
Although the concepts of hierarchies and power are mentioned, they are not
contextualized within a social justice framework that would consider race and gender as
part of the power dynamics.
On the foundation level, the Student Development Learning competency asks
student affairs professionals to understand how identity impacts college experience and
development and to identify dominant perspectives in models used to understand
students. At the intermediate level, the competency pushes towards critiquing dominant
models, and the advanced level expects professionals to provide alternatives to dominant
models and be more inclusive (ACPA & NASPA, 2015). This is a very positive
progression that moves from awareness of the lack of inclusion of race and gender in
student development theory to the active inclusion of identity in student development.
The Advising and Supporting competency is closely related to the concept of role models
and mentors, which men of color lack in higher education (Arminio et al., 2000; College
Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011; Harper et al.,
2011). On the foundational level, professionals must exhibit culturally inclusive active
listening skills and strive to recognize their own strengths and limitations. On the
intermediate level, there is an expectation to mentor students and demonstrate culturally
inclusive advising, support, and coaching (ACPA & NASPA, 2015).
The Social Justice and Inclusion competency area is perhaps the most important
relevant competency for this study. The very existence of this competency demonstrates a
commitment to creating access and support for marginalized and minoritized
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communities in higher education. On the foundation level, student affairs professionals
are expected to engage in critical self-reflection to identify their own biases, understand
how one is affected by and participates in oppressive systems, and be aware of the impact
of socialization (ACPA & NASPA, 2015). The intermediate level focuses on engaging
others by effectively facilitating social justice conversations; advocating for a more
inclusive department; and assessing campus climate for students, staff, and faculty. The
advanced level focuses on advocacy and change on the systemic level through policy and
institutional change. These are lofty goals to expect from all student affairs professionals,
but the foundational level is vital to the effective support of oppressed communities on
college campuses.
Together the ACPA and NASPA (2015) professional competencies provide a
broad framework that enables student affairs professionals to assess how well prepared
they are to be in the profession and where they need to grow. These competencies can
also be used to guide the creation and development of student affairs and higher
education graduate programs. Being one of the core competencies, student development
theory is a foundational class in nearly all of these graduate programs.
Student development theory is used to conceptualize retention, organization
development, student success, and campus environments. Theory helps professionals to
understand complex issues in an organized, and often reductionist, way. It also provides
the field a common language to understand and talk about students (Patton, McEwen,
Rendon, & Howard-Hamilton, 2007). A survey of all the relevant student development
theories that pertain to this study is beyond the scope of this literature review. Instead, I
am looking at the use of student development broadly, and Patton et al. (2007) offer the
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critique that although student development theory can be extremely helpful, it also
ignores race and racism. “What has been lacking in the knowledge and used of theory by
higher education and student affairs professionals is a critical examination of the theories:
the research base, the perspective of the theorist, the research generated, and how theories
evolve” (Patton et al., 2007, p. 41).
By using a CRT lens to view student development theory, Patton et al. (2007)
name the lack of challenging, questioning, and critiquing traditional theoretical
perspectives. They recommend that student affairs professionals begin to use CRT as a
part of their daily professional practice to recognize systemic racism (as well as sexism,
homophobia, and other forms of oppression) in all aspects of higher education.
Centralizing race and racism in student development theory classes and applications can
make a significant shift for marginalized communities on college campuses.
Student affairs practitioner training
Student affairs as a profession has its own culture, and like any other culture, it
socializes new members into the profession in formal and informal ways. Two of the
formal inculcations into the profession are the ACPA and NASPA (2015) competencies
and student development theories. Student affairs graduate programs are sites where these
competencies, values, and ways of being are transferred and reinforced. Although this
study will focus on the narratives of men of color student leaders, it is still important to
understand how student affair professionals are formed, particularly white women.
Linder et al. (2015) conducted a study on the experiences of students of color in
higher education and student affairs (HESA) programs. Bondi (2012) conducted a study
on the experiences of white students in higher education and student affairs programs.
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Robbins and Jones (2016) completed a study that focused on how white women in HESA
graduate programs navigate racial dissonance. Through a CRT lens, these three studies
shed light on how student affairs graduate programs address race/racism within the field
and how white women engage in these conversations.
Linder et al. (2015) found students of color in student affairs graduate programs
experienced racism with faculty and with their peers. They reported a general lack of
connection and relationship with faculty, both white faculty and faculty of color, because
they were too busy for students, which led to feelings of isolation. Students of color
reported being treated differently based on race and tokenization, particularly by white
faculty. They also felt that many of their faculty had a general lack of cultural
competency to authentically engage in conversations about race. In the classroom, many
of the participants felt that neither the faculty nor the students in their program followed
through with the stated commitment to social justice. They also experienced racial
microaggressions from classmates on a consistent basis. Their faculty were unable to
address the issues because of their lack of social justice dialogue skills (Linder et al.,
2015). This forced students of color to be educators for their peers and faculty about race
issues, which lead to racially hostile classroom environments.
One important finding from the Linder et al. (2015) study was that the lack of
challenge on white students’ awareness around racial issues reduced the opportunities for
students of color to learn on a deeper level. They felt hindered by the centralizing of
whiteness even during conversations about race. Bondi (2012) explored the centralizing
and protection of white students and whiteness in student affairs graduate programs in her
study.
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Bondi (2012) established that white students and the larger structure of the
graduate programs protected whiteness in three ways. First, white students prioritized
their learning over their impact on students of color. White students reported needing
space to say whatever they wanted as a form of protected learning, regardless of their
impact on the students with marginalized identities. Second, white students felt like they
should be allowed to contribute and have their perspectives and views validated. They
expressed frustration when their views were not centralized in the classroom. Third,
white students participated in the exclusion of students of color in study groups and social
activities, then were frustrated when students of color would self-segregate as a form of
resilience (Bondi, 2012).
Robbins and Jones (2016) found that nearly all white women in HESA graduate
programs encounter racial dissonance, but there is a range of strategies white women
have to navigate this dissonance. White women address racial dissonance in three
singular ways: resisting, engaging, and transforming; they also address racial dissonance
by blending these strategies (i. e., resisting and engaging racial dissonance). The white
women in the study employed the strategies of resisting racial dissonance and
transforming racial dissonance the least. Robbins and Jones (2016) believe this is because
the field of student affairs places a high value on social justice, so white women know
there are consequences for denying the existence of racial oppression, but many white
women lack the skills and the courage to challenge whiteness. The most frequent
strategies used by white women were blending, resisting, and engaging racial dissonance
and blending, engaging, and transforming racial dissonance. Robbins and Jones (2016)
concluded that these two strategies created the most comfort for white women because
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they could be rewarded for naming racist behaviors and practices without directly
challenging the white supremacy structures that still privileged them. Robbins and Jones's
(2016) study offers a compelling critique of how white women navigate racial dissonance
and provides insight into the ways white women can still address white supremacy is
transformative ways.
These three studies expose the practices used by white students and faculty to
protect whiteness (Bondi, 2012; Robbins & Jones, 2016) and how their negative impacts
on students of color are condoned and perpetuated by the system of higher education
itself (Linder et al., 2015). Higher education sees learning as an objective process, which
then avoids addressing issues of power and relationships in the classroom, and
multicultural content is seen as additive, instead of central to the curriculum (Bondi,
2012). This leads to faculty members not being trained to engage in difficult dialogues
about race or having content knowledge to infuse it into all aspects of teaching. This
results in an expectation of students to manage the learning and education about diversity
for the program (Linder et al., 2015). In these white, protected academic spaces, white
women have the privilege of choice on whether to engage in racial dissonance or sit back
and place the burden of education on the shoulders of people of color (Robbins & Jones,
2016). All of this allows systems of higher education to continue the practice of systemic
exclusion of students of color through the false discourse of valuing diversity, continuing
to talk about students of color as the minoritized other, and maintain white supremacy in
the classroom and profession (Bondi, 2012; Patton, 2016; Patton et al., 2007).
As leaders in the profession, ACPA and NASPA (2015) are challenging student
affairs professionals to centralize social justice and inclusion as part of their core training
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in the field to serve the growingly diverse student body in higher education, yet we
continue to use student development theory that lacks a critical lens towards diversity
(Patton et al., 2007). Student affairs graduate students are being prepared in their
programs to supervise and mentor students, but their faculty do not have the skills to add
the layers of identity, power, and privilege that would make their leadership culturally
relevant and centralize identity (Linder et al., 2015). As a result, many white student
affairs professionals enter the field with their whiteness protected and lacking the skills to
engage in meaningful conversations about race and racism with their students.
Theories of Agency
One of the goals of this study is to move out of deficit models for men of color in
higher education into a model of empowerment and agency. Duncan-Andrade’s (2009)
Critical Hope conceptual framework provides a path for this shift that can be supported
by other frameworks for agency. Much like Critical Race Theory, Critical Hope begins
with naming and problematizing the dominant narrative about hope being taught to youth
of color in low-income, urban educational settings. Duncan-Andrade (2009) names three
enemies of hope: hokey hope, mythical hope, and hope deferred. These enemies of hope
create a false narrative for young students of color by raising their optimism for a better
future without any of the systemic or structural changes to help turn that optimism into a
reality.
Duncan-Andrade (2009) developed the conceptual framework of Critical Hope,
the enemy of hopelessness, which includes three elements: material hope, Socratic hope,
and audacious hope. Material hope is a challenge to educators and, for this study, student
affairs professionals to not only provide the content and financial resources that lead to
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student growth, but also to provide psychosocial support that is grounded in the unique
needs of students. Socratic hope invites both the educator and the student into the critical,
and often painful, self-reflection about their multiple identities within structures of
oppression. Socratic hope demands that educators engage in the humanization of students
above all else and foster a culture of humanizing each other by role modeling,
authenticity, and vulnerability. The creation of authentic and humanizing relationships
among students and between students and educators allow for greater levels of
accountability and expectations of performance from everyone involved. The third
enemy of hopelessness is audacious hope. In the face of oppressive systems causing
undeserved suffering, audacious hope functions in two ways. First, it stands in solidarity
with the most marginalized, and it calls those with privilege the share the burden of the
suffering to work towards justice. Second, “critical hope audaciously defies the dominant
ideology of defense, entitlement and preservation of privileged bodies at the expense of
the policing, disposal, and dispossession of marginalized ‘others’” (Duncan-Andrade,
2009, p. 190).
The Critical Hope framework was created for educators who teach in urban
schools that have predominately young students of color from low-income backgrounds
(Duncan-Andrade, 2009). The power this framework is that it challenges educators while
simultaneously empowering students to hope and fight for a better reality. The addition of
the Community Cultural Wealthy model, Transformational Resistance, Aspiring Social
Justice, Ally Development model, and the action continuum provide supplemental tools
for both students and educators to engage in Critical Hope.
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Resistance
Yosso (2005) challenges the concept of cultural capital through a Critical Race
Theory lens and introduces Community Cultural Wealth as a framework of agency and
empowerment. The concept of cultural capital refers to the inherited and accumulated
wealth that is valued by dominant culture and is passed down through systems of power
and privilege. This concept has been used to frame communities of color in a deficit
framework because they do not possess the cultural capital to be deemed “successful.”
This deficit-model thinking frames communities of color as “disordered” and always in
need of assistance and creates a rationale for their oppression that decontextualizes racist
systems (Yosso, 2005).
Community Cultural Wealth uses CRT to move out of the deficit model and into a
space that reclaims the power and values taught within communities of color and other
marginalized communities. Community cultural wealth is defined as “an array of
knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color
to survive and resist macro and micro-forms of oppression” (Yosso, 2005, p. 77). The
author identifies six types of community cultural wealth that are interconnected and build
on each other.
Aspirational capital is the ability to maintain hope for a better future in the face of
oppression and difficulties. Linguistic capital is comprised of both the social and
intellectual skills that are learned by someone who communicates in multiple styles and
languages. Children of color with linguistic capital are often skilled storytellers and have
the ability to connect with diverse groups. Familial capital is the cultural wealth that
manifests from being rooted in collective history, traditions, and cultural intuition.
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Familial capital informs career choices and moral development and creates a profound
commitment to the community that extends beyond the nuclear family (Yosso, 2005).
Social capital are the community resources and social networks that can
organically create opportunities and help solve problems faced by communities of color.
Navigational capital is understood as the skills used by people of color to navigate racist
systems that were never designed for their success or inclusion. Navigational capital is a
student of color’s ability to maintain high levels of academic achievement and focus in
the face of daily racism. Resistance capital includes the passing down and maintaining of
the different types of community cultural wealth in order to push back against unjust
systems. The knowledge and skills to resist oppression are necessary for the survival of
students of color, and this capital can be used to fight for liberation and justice (Yosso,
2005).
Community Cultural Wealth is a powerful framework for men of color in higher
education. The model pushes back against the deficit model that men of color face in
higher education and instead places them squarely as enriched individuals. This study
hopes to explore how men of color student leaders may consciously and unconsciously be
employing these different types of community cultural wealth within their supervisory
relationships with white women.
Transformational Resistance is another framework that men of color engage in to
create change and work towards their own success in higher education. Solorzano and
Bernal (2001) challenge previous research that framed student resistance as self-defeating
and problematic. Through the lens of Critical Race and LatCrit Theories, the authors use
qualitative inquiry and counter-storytelling to explore the concept of transformational
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resistance. The study makes the distinctions between four types of resistance: reactionary
behavior, self-defeating resistance, conformist resistance, and transformational resistance.
The distinctions between these four types are made based upon two intersecting
dimensions: a student’s critique of social oppression and a student’s motivation by an
interest in social justice. Transformational resistance exists when a student is able to
critique social oppression and social justice motivates their behaviors (Solorzano &
Bernal, 2001). Transformational resistance can be further divided into internal and
external dimensions. Internal transformational resistance may look like conformity to
cultural norms, but there is a conscious critique of oppression by the student. External
transformational resistance consists of more overt actions that oppose cultural norms and
are driven by both a critique of systems of oppression and working towards social justice
(Solorzano & Bernal, 2001).
Men are socialized to be rebellious and to challenge authority as ways to prove
their manhood. As men of color experience racism and oppression on campus and in their
student leadership roles, they may react in self-defense, but they are then disciplined
harshly. As men of color develop a deeper awareness of the systems of oppression they
face, they can be more strategic in how and when they choose to resist. A very important
challenge for men of color would be to move them out of the self-centered version of
resistance that is often self-serving into a form a resistance that is motivated by social
justice for all (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). This type of selfless transformational
resistance could create space for men of color to engage in feminist conversations and be
better allies with women and the LGBTQ community.
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Ally development
The concepts of social justice and allyship are so engrained in the culture of
student affairs and higher education that they have become a part of the core
competencies of the field (ACPA & NASPA, 2015). Within the scope of this study, white
women supervisors and advisors are called to engage in allyship to support and empower
the men of color they supervise. This section explores two different frameworks around
allyship. One framework is ally identity development, and the other focuses on ally
behaviors.
Edwards (2006) developed the Aspiring Social Justice Ally Development model
and defined allies as “members of the dominant social groups who are working to end the
system of oppression that gives them greater privilege and power based on their socialgroup membership” (p. 4). The model was designed to help student affairs professionals
both develop their own ally identity and support students in becoming better allies.
According to the model, there are three different ally identities: ally for self-interest,
aspiring ally for altruism, and ally for social justice.
An aspiring ally for self-interest is generally motivated to be an ally for people
that they personally know and with whom they have built relationships (Edwards, 2006).
Their allyship comes from a place of unconscious dominance, and their ally work tends
to be over people from the subordinated group. Their understanding of oppression is
limited to individual instances and they are unaware of the systemic issues. They often
cannot see their own privilege and just want to stop bad things from happening to good
people (Edwards, 2006).
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An aspiring ally for altruism is motivated by supporting the marginalized “other,”
and their allyship is for the oppressed group (Edwards, 2006). They begin to recognize
systems of oppression and their own privilege, which can lead to feelings of shame. As a
result, these allies strive to be the “good person” and focus on educating other members
of the same dominant group. This can lead to the perpetuation of privilege at the expense
of the subordinated community (Edwards, 2006).
The final stage in the model is an ally for social justice who is motivated to
dismantle oppressive systems by both selfish and altruistic reasons (Edwards, 2006).
Their ally work evolves from “for” marginalized communities to “with” marginalized
communities, recognizing the needs and desires of others. They engage in critical selfreflection of their privilege as a tool towards liberation for self and others. This allows
allies for social justice to engage their own dominant group with more compassion and
connectedness. The ultimately seek to dismantle the inequitable systems that hurt
everyone (Edwards, 2006).
The Aspiring Social Justice Allyship Identity Development model conceptualizes
allyship as an identity, but activists have pushed back on the idea of allyship as identity
and prefer to think of allyship as behavior. This decentralizes individuals from the
dominant group and emphasizes the continual effort that is required of the dominant
group to dismantle oppressive systems. Adams, Bell, and Griffin (1997) present the
Action Continuum as a framework that grounds allyship in behaviors. The continuum
ranges from actively supporting oppression to confronting oppression and is made up of
eight stages along the continuum.
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The first stage is actively participating in oppressive behaviors like telling
oppressive jokes and actively excluding people from marginalized groups (Adams et al.,
1997). The next stage is denying, where one is not engaged in actively oppressing others,
but they deny that oppression exists and invalidates the experiences of marginalized
people. In the recognizing, no action stage, the individual has the ability to see
oppression happening, but lacks the skill and motivation to disrupt oppression. This shifts
in the recognizing, action stage, where the individual is aware of oppression, can
recognize it, and begins to take action. Stages five and six are educating self and
educating other, respectively. In stage five, individuals learn more about systems of
oppression and explore the experiences of the marginalized community. They then use
this education to engage with others from the dominant group in dialogue to disrupt
oppression. It is in the seventh stage of supporting, encouraging where individuals build
coalitions and support others to use their voice against oppression and create more
inclusive communities. Initiating, preventing, the eighth stage, is characterized by
individuals working to change policies and systems to prevent oppression and creating
coalitional organizations that are co-led by people from the marginalized group.
The ally development and behaviors of the white women supervisors and advisors
will have an impact on the men of color student leaders’ racial and gender identity
development. These two conceptualizations of allyship will provide a lens for the men of
color in the study to reflect on what types of ally behaviors their supervisors were
exhibiting and what kind of allyship they may need to develop healthy racial and gender
identities with white women supervisors.
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Summary
This chapter provided an overview of the literature and research that inform this
study on the racial and gender identity formation of men of color student leaders who
have white women supervisors and advisors. A deeper exploration of Critical Race
Theory and its connections to racial and gender identity formation was provided (Bernal,
2002; Omi & Winant, 1994; Patton, 2016; Sue & Sue, 2012; West & Zimmerman, 1987).
A survey of the experiences of men of color in higher education and in student leadership
roles was given (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation
Factory, 2011; Harper et al., 2011; Lee & Ransom, 2011), then a broad overview of
student affairs was provided, which narrowed to the formation of white women student
affairs practitioners in HESA graduate programs (ACPA & NASPA, 2015; Bondi, 2012;
Robbins & Jones, 2016). Lastly, several frameworks of agency for men of color and
white women in the context of higher education were presented (Adams et al., 1997;
Duncan-Andrade, 2009; Yosso, 2005). A review of the blended methodology guiding this
study will be reviewed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to engage men of color student leaders in
collective inquiry around ways in which they understand, navigate, and form their racial
and gender identities in institutions of higher education, specifically in the area of student
affairs, where the majority of supervisors tend to be white women (A. Ponda, personal
communication, November 19, 2015; A. Wesaw, personal communication, September
25, 2015). This study specifically focused on three dimensions: (a) understanding the
nuances in positional and identity-based power differentials between men of color student
leaders and their white women supervisors and advisors, especially in terms of race and
gender; (b) collectivizing around commonly experienced realities that are often
individually experienced and therefore ignored; and (c) using collective inquiry,
Participatory Action Research (PAR), to highlight these experiences and to translate new
knowledge generated towards tangible change. In the field of student affairs, this type of
approach has rarely been used, especially with student leaders of color.
This study had three primary research questions that I presented to the research
collective, and we agreed upon the following:
1) How do men of color make sense of their racial and gender identity formation
during their undergraduate experiences in student leadership roles and
settings?
2) How do men of color student leaders in higher education describe their
experiences of racial and gender identity formation while being supervised or
advised by white women student affairs professionals?
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3) For the co-researchers in the study, how does engaging in a Participatory
Action Research approach impact their views about their racial and gender
identity formation?
Research Design
I chose to create a unique qualitative methodology that blends elements of
Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) methodology with a PAR approach for this
study. Grounded theory is an inductive process used to construct theory from the
experiences and stories of individuals about an action or interaction in which they all
participate (Creswell, 2007). Charmaz (1996) pushed grounded theory even further by
adding a constructivist lens, through which the researcher looks beyond a single process.
Constructivist Grounded Theory honors the multiple realities that exist within single
interactions and invites the researcher to explore the social contexts that surround the
interactions, values, beliefs, and ideologies of the participants, as well as the complex
hierarchies of power that are ever present (Charmaz, 1996).
Participatory Action Research is grounded in three principles. First, PAR is a
collective investigation of a problem by the researcher and the participants. Second, PAR
relies on the indigenous knowledge of the participants to better understand the interaction
that is being studied. Third, the research project is always geared towards individual and
collective actions to address the interaction and/or problem being examined. In PAR, the
participants become researchers and find empowerment through engaging in the
explication of their lives (Duncan-Andrade, J. M. R., & Morrell, 2008).
I chose a blended research process because the PAR approach would enhance the
CGT methodology and both worked together to explore how men of color student leaders
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experience racial and gender identity formation in the context of student affairs culture,
particularly when white women supervise them. The Matrix of Domination framework
was an invitation to explore the multiple systems of dominance at play in any given
moment (Collins, 1990). Constructivist Grounded Theory provided the tools to name and
explore the multiple systems of dominance that create the higher education and student
affairs context in which the men of color student leaders existed in with their white
women supervisors and advisors. Participatory Action Research has foundations in
Critical Race Theory, and both highly value indigenous knowledge (Duncan-Andrade, J.
M. R., & Morrell, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 1999; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000). The
focus on the narratives of men of color student leaders and the intentional exclusion of
white women supervisor narratives were part of the commitment to the theoretical models
that grounded this study. Critical Hope stressed the importance of providing participants
not only the space to critically reflect, but also the material to create tangible change
(Duncan-Andrade, 2009). The PAR approach provided research collective participants
with both the tangible skills to explore the issues they face and the agency to voice the
findings. The pairing of Participatory Action Research and Constructivist Grounded
Theory brought the conceptual and theoretical frameworks of this study into action.
Previous research focused on the ways boys of color were socialized through
discipline in the K-12 educational system, which is dominated by white women
(Feistritzer, 2011; Payne, 2010; Vincent, Tobin, Hawken, & Frank, 2012). However, little
research has looked at the ways men of color in student leadership roles were shaped and
formed by white women in higher education. Grounded Theory methodology fostered the
use of narratives from men of color in student leadership roles to create and develop
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theoretical concepts around the supervisory and advisory interactions. Constructivist
Grounded Theory was particularly appropriate for this study because of the complexity of
different power hierarchies simultaneously at play (Mills et al., 2006), and it allowed the
co-researchers to explore the context in which the supervisory and advisory relationships
existed, how the dynamics of racial and gender privilege manifested, and the multiple
realties that co-existed connected to values, beliefs, and ideologies of support and
performance (Charmaz, 1996).
As part of data analysis and presentation for CGT, Charmaz (1996) developed a
style of writing that includes the raw data from interviews and calls “for the voice of the
participants to be ever present” (Charmaz, as cited in Mills et al., 2006, p. 7).
Constructivist Grounded Theory data analysis goes beyond the thematic coding of
traditional grounded theory and asks the researcher to comment on the mood and nuances
of the participants during interviews as part of the data interpretation. It is for these
reasons that PAR was a perfect pairing with CGT. Participatory Action Research shifted
the role of two of the participants of the study into co-researchers; it was done in a spirit
of inquiry that was authentic to the experiences of the co-researchers, utilized their lived
experiences and ways of knowing, produced new knowledge, and worked towards
transforming the unique challenges the co-researchers face in their daily lives.
This study engaged men of color to explore and discover their common
experiences of racial and gender identity formation in student leadership roles,
particularly with white women supervisors and advisors, and it created a theoretical
framework for how it happened, when it happened, and most importantly, how to
improve it. The hope was that as men of color engaged in CGT and PAR, they would
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build community, feel empowered, and further their racial and gender identity formation
in healthy and productive ways.
Population and Sample
This study used a purposeful sample selection process that was based in the PAR
approach and CGT methodology. It used theory-based sample selection to develop a
sample that could contribute to the theory development (Creswell, 2007). My goal was to
have a sample size of six to eight participants and a research collective of three to five coresearchers who would engage in the data collection and analyses process. The criteria I
used to select participants in the study were:
•

they identify as a cisgender man and as a person of color;

•

they are currently either a graduate student in a student affairs in higher
education-type master’s program or have completed their graduate degree
within the last year and now work professional in the field of student affairs;
and

•

they held a formal student leadership4 role during their undergraduate career
that lasted at least one academic year in which a white woman either
supervised or advised them.

In addition to these criteria, the members of the research collective (RC) also had to be
attending graduate school within the National Association of Student Personnel
Administrators (NASPA) Western Region V and VI (Arizona, California, Hawaii, Idaho,

4

Formal Student Leadership roles included, but were not limited to resident advisor,
student government position, student activities student intern, admissions ambassador,
peer educator, etc.
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Montana, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington) and be able to attend the NASPA Western
Regional Annual Conference.
I chose these criteria for several reasons. First, I limited the participants and RC
members to cisgender men because their experiences of race and gender are significantly
different than those of transgender men of color. The breadth of experiences between and
among cisgender men and transgender men would be too broad for the scope of this
study. I intentionally broadened the scope of race to go beyond just Black and Latino men
because Asian, Pacific Islander, Native American, Middle Eastern, and Multiracial men
are often left out of this type of research, and their voices are necessary to have a broader
understanding of the impact of whiteness on men of color. Graduate students in student
affairs in higher education master’s programs and new professionals who had completed
their master’s degree within the last 12 months were chosen for this study because they
already had working knowledge of student development theory and were not far removed
from their significant student leadership experiences with white women supervisors and
mentors. This allowed the participants to reflect on their undergraduate student leadership
experiences through the lens of student development theories. Although not central to the
study, the PAR approach also informed their work as young student affairs professionals
and hopefully empowered them as they moved into their career to be mentors and
supporters of other young men of color student leaders.
The rationale for the purposeful sample selection was to have a group of men who
had all experienced the same phenomenon and who would participate in the study by
sharing their narratives. Grounded Theory calls for enough participant interviews to fully
develop the model (Creswell, 2007). The need for saturation of the model was held in
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tension with the severe underrepresentation of men of color in student leadership roles on
college campuses and the extensive time and energy that was required in the PAR process
from the participants. To manage this tension, I offered potential participants two levels
of engagement:
1) RC membership, which required a four-week RC formation period,
participating in the interview process, attendance of the NASPA Western
Regional Conference to meet in person, and weekly meetings via video chat
over a seven-month period; and
2) study participant, which required a 90-minute commitment to be interviewed
by someone in the RC.
In the first phase of identifying potential participants and co-researchers for the
RC, I researched student affairs in higher education master’s programs within NASPA
Western Region V and VI. I contacted select program administrators, faculty, and
students at 12 different universities through email with an attached recruitment letter (see
Appendix A). I also sent the participant recruitment letter through three student affairs
professional networks asking colleagues to connect me with men of color that fit my
criteria. My hope was that the participant group and the RC would be made up of men
from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, as well as diversity across other social
identities.
The first phase of participant outreach yielded two men of color who were willing
to be part of the RC. I individually met with them over video chat to build rapport, ensure
they met the criteria to be co-researchers, and clarify the commitment for the project.
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They both committed to the project, and I chose to move forward with a three-member
RC, which included the two men and me.
The first phase of participant outreach only yielded three potential participants,
which prompted me to conduct a second phase of participant recruitment and broaden my
outreach to a national search. I researched student affairs in higher education master’s
programs within the United States and reached out to an additional 15 schools with an
updated participant recruitment letter (see Appendix B). In total, 27 universities were
contacted for participant recruitment, which resulted in 11 potential participants. I
corresponded through email with each person who expressed interest to ensure they met
the selection criteria and understood the participation requirements. Through this vetting
process, I was able to recruit eight total study participants. Each participant was sent and
competed a consent form outlining their roles and rights as a participant in the study and
clearly stated they could remove themselves from the study at anytime (see Appendix C).
Researcher’s Role
In this research process, I played the roles of study organizer and co-researcher.
As the study organizer, I helped coordinate interviews, scheduled RC meetings, and
synthesized the RC meeting notes. As a co-researcher, I collected and analyzed data
equally with the two other men in the RC. As the RC explored the issues of gender and
racial identity formation, we also played the role of peer-mentors for each other. The
nature of this study was deeply personal for the three co-researchers. We supported each
other as we made sense of the personal impact our student leadership roles and the
supervision of white women supervisors had on our racial and gender identity formation.
Collectively we empowered each other to find our authentic selves in the process. This
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transformed the study itself into a counter-space for the co-researchers, and we developed
a sense of community that we recognized as lacking among men of color on college
campuses and in student affairs (Harper et al., 2011).
Data Collection and Interpretation Procedures
In this study, the data collection and data interpretation were ongoing and
simultaneous processes, so they are discussed together. The data collection and
interpretation for this study happened in six phases (see Figure 3). Phase 1 was the
formation of the RC through collective readings, research skill building, and community
development, as described in PAR methodology. Phase 2 is the RC, and its participants
conducted the interview process. In Phase 3, the RC completed the initial coding of the
individual interviews. Phase 4 was the RC meeting in person to analyze themes in the
data to develop an initial theoretical model. Phase 5 was the refinement of the emergent
themes and the creation of the final visual of the theoretical model. In Phase 6, the RC
created interventions based on the findings in the data and the co-constructed model.
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Phase 1: The formation of the research collective
Phase 2: Individual Interviews of the participants and one member of the reserach
collective
Phase 3: Research collective individually codes the data, and the study organizer
collects the initial coding
Phase 4: Research collective meets in peson to analyze data, discuss themes, and
create initial theoretical model
Phase 5: Research collective refines emergent themes and finalizes the theoretical
model
Phase 6: Research collective chooses action to take informed by the data and
emergent theory

Figure 3. Six phases of data collection, analyses, theory development, and action
planning
Phase 1 of the research process was the formation of the RC. This phase included
the two other co-researchers and me meeting virtually through the online video software
Zoom.us and using Google Drive as our online file-sharing drive to maintain our notes
and thoughts over the four-week formation period and throughout the research process.
The RC formation followed a curriculum that I wrote as the study organizer (see
Appendix D). Over four weeks, we spent time developing ground rules to ensure that the
RC functioned as a space for critical thought and as a community of support and
accountability. We grounded ourselves in selected readings related to the theoretical and
conceptual framework of the study and other frameworks the men believed were
important for the project. The RC reviewed research methodologies and skills grounded
in Constructivist Ground Theory and Participatory Action Research. After each RC
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meeting, all members wrote a 6-word story5 and short journal entry as a way to reflect on
the process. Phase 1 concluded with the RC co-creating the interview protocol and
questions that were used in Phase 2.
Phase 2 began with the RC members being randomly assigned participants to
interview about their experiences as men of color student leaders who had formal student
leadership roles in their undergraduate career in which they were supervised by white
women. One of the members of the RC was open to also being interviewed for the study,
so he played the role of both participant and co-researcher in the study. The interviews
were 50 to 65 minutes long, semi-structured, and conducted and recorded over Zoom
video chat. The interviews were conducted over a three-week period, and the RC met
halfway through to discuss how we felt about the interviews and to identify any common
themes already emerging from data. We used these themes to inform follow-up questions
in the second half of the interviews, which is consistent with Constructivist Grounded
Theory. I conducted four interviews, and the two other co-researchers each conducted
two interviews.
The interview protocol (see Appendix E) started with collecting demographic
information from the participants. The primary interview questions were:
•

How were your racial and gender identities shaped by being in student
leadership roles?

•

How would you describe your relationship with your white women
supervisors?

5

6-Word Story is a reflection tool to help participants intentionally and concisely express
their thoughts about a prompt (J. Pender, 2014)
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•

What advice would you give to men of color student leaders working with
white women supervisors?

•

What advice would you give to white women supervisors working with men
of color student leaders?

Phase 2 concluded with the co-researchers transcribing the individual interviews they
conducted to encourage familiarity with the data going into Phase 3. The transcripts were
stored in the Google Drive folder that was shared with only the RC for privacy
protection.
At the beginning of Phase 3, the RC met to review open coding techniques
consistent with Constructivist Grounded Theory, and we practiced by collectively coding
portions of an interview to encourage consistency in the process. Research Collective
members individually coded the interview transcripts they conducted and were
encouraged to use memo writing to collect initial thoughts about the data. Both the coded
transcripts and memos were uploaded to our shard drive. As the study organizer, I then
took the 500 initial lines of open coding and organized them into a shared spreadsheet.
The RC members had a week and half to independently review the open coding data from
all eight participant interviews. We all wrote our reflections in memos about the full data
set and added them to the shared drive. Phase 3 concluded with a video chat meeting to
discuss our initial reflections about the open coding data and what themes we saw
emerging from the data.
In Phase 4, the RC arranged to meet in person during the NASPA Western
Regional conference, a student affairs professional conference held annually in
November. During the three-day conference, we met five times. Our initial in-person
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meeting was during the opening reception of the conference. This meeting was important,
since it enabled the three of us as co-researchers to get acquainted with each other and
build community in person. Over the next two days, the RC held three research meetings
that provided us with a total of eight hours to begin the axial coding process to identify
the central phenomena, causal conditions, and context from the data (Creswell, 2007).
We were able to arrange the initial open codes into themes that were then organized into
the conceptual categories of contexts, actions/interactions, consequences, and responses.
The RC also sketched the first iteration of the visual model for the study (see Appendix
F). This initial visual used the interview data, reflections from memos, and the conceptual
frameworks to produce the first story line and theory that described the ways the gender
and racial identity formation of men of color in student leadership roles are impacted by
white women supervisors and advisors. We closed Phase 4 by sharing a meal and
reflecting on how the research process, particularly the PAR approach, was shaping us as
men of color researchers.
Phase 5 began at the beginning of December, when the master’s-level coresearchers were shifting into writing final papers and taking winter break. I wanted to
honor the time and energy that both of them had given to the research project and honor
their additional commitments beyond the study, so as an RC we agreed that I, as the
author of the dissertation, would draft the results and discussion of the study, then we
would continue to meet to over video chat every two to four weeks to refine the
theoretical model.
In Phase 5, I used the themes that the RC synthesized from the data in Phase 4 and
created a refined coding structure in Dedoose, online qualitative data analysis software. I
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then went through each of the eight participant interviews and recoded them with the
refined coding structure to check for accuracy of the emergent themes. The RC met
regularly over the next three months via video chat to compare the axial coding of the
interviews with the open coding and discuss drafts of the results chapter. This enabled the
co-researchers to evolve the initial story line and theory to the final visual model used to
describe the emergent theory of how the gender and racial identity formation of men of
color in student leadership roles are impacted by white women supervisors and advisors.
Phase 6 was grounded in the third principle of PAR: the research project is always
geared towards individual and collective actions to address the interaction and/or problem
being examined. The RC decided to submit a presentation proposal for the 2017 NASPA
conference, one of the national conferences for student affairs professionals, in hopes of
sharing our findings with the profession. Our program proposal was accepted, and the RC
used the interview data, emergent theory and visual model, our 6-word stories, journal
entries, and our lived experiences to develop the presentation. The RC has also
committed to exploring additional ways to share our findings, which could include
presentations to student affairs divisions at each of our institutions, presenting the
findings at other conferences, and/or publishing our findings.
Ethical Considerations
This research project took into account several ethical considerations. First, the
study asked the participants to be critical of their former supervisors and other white
women professionals on campus. The participants were entering the field of student
affairs and would need references from current and former supervisors for future
positions. The purpose and intention of the study was clearly explained to all participants,
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and each participant was free to discontinue in the study at anytime. The narratives of the
participants were essential to the study, so each participant was given a pseudonym to
protect their identity. The research was grounded in critical theories, so it was audacious
in telling the truth. It spoke truth with care and critiqued in a constructive and healthy
way that honored the humanity of everyone involved.
Limitations
There were a number of limitations to this study. One was the narrowed focus on
the racial and gender dynamics between the supervisee/advisee and the supervisor and
advisor. The relationship between men of color student leaders and their white women
supervisors and mentors was shaped by the multiple intersecting identities of both
individuals (socio-economic class, sexual orientation, religion, and ability just to name a
few). The study did not ignore the impact these identities had on the experiences of men
of color student leaders, but the full exploration of all identities was outside the scope of
this study.
Another limitation of this study came from my own experiences with white
women supervisors and the connectedness I developed with the participants. As the lead
researcher, I had many experiences with white women supervisors and advisors in higher
education, which led me to this topic. To mitigate this limitation and bias, I engaged in
critical personal reflections about my racial and gender formation through the research
process and incorporated this into the results of the study. This blended into an additional
limitation of my potential connectedness with the participants in the study. We had a
shared experience that we were exploring together, which could have led to some bias in
the results. I helped to mitigate this bias by using elements of PAR that capitalized on the
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connections between researchers and participants through extensive note taking,
journaling, and group thematic coding.
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS
The purpose of this study was to engage men of color student leaders in collective
inquiry around ways in which they understand, navigate, and form their racial and gender
identities in institutions of higher education, specifically in the area of student affairs,
where the majority of supervisors tend to be white women (A. Ponda, personal
communication, November 19, 2015; A. Wesaw, personal communication, September
25, 2015). This study specifically focuses on three dimensions: (a) understanding the
nuances in positionality and identity-based power differentials between men of color
student leaders and their white female supervisors and advisors, especially in terms of
race and gender; (b) collectivizing around commonly experienced realities that are often
individually experienced and therefore ignored; and (c) using collective inquiry,
Participatory Action Research (PAR), to highlight these experiences and to translate new
knowledge generated towards tangible changes.
This chapter presents the findings from the blended PAR and Constructivist
Grounded Theory study. I explored how the racial and gender identity formation of
undergraduate men of color student leaders was impacted when they had white women
supervisors and advisors within the context of student affairs and how engaging in
collective inquiry impacted the identity formation of the researchers. In collaboration
with two other co-researchers, we interviewed eight men of color who were either
currently enrolled in a higher education and student affairs program or had completed
their master’s degree in higher education and student affairs within the last 12 months.
Line-by-line coding of each transcript produced 500 open codes. These initial codes were
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refined through further data analysis by the co-researchers into emergent concepts,
categories, and ultimately a theoretical model.
In this chapter, I first present demographic information and short profiles for the
eight participants to acquaint the reader with them. I give a brief overview of the findings
of the study and the structure used to present them. I then use the narratives of the
participants to provide a richer explanation of the emergent themes and categories. From
there, I present and discuss the grounded theory of how the racial and gender identity
formation of men of color student leaders is impacted when they work with white women
supervisors and advisors. Finally, I explore how engaging in the PAR process as a
collective shaped the co-researcher team and the emergent theory.
Participant Demographics and Profiles
The participant profiles provide the reader with contextual information about the
participants in this study in order to better understand how their unique individual
experiences collectively formed the grounded theory that emerged from their narratives.
Participants were invited to choose their own pseudonyms and review their profiles for
accuracy.
Table 3 presents basic demographic information about each participant and
demonstrates the sample’s diversity across race and their involvement in student
leadership functional areas. Five of the eight participants identified within the Latinx
diaspora, two identified as Black/African-American, and one participant identified as
Asian American, Pacific Islander. The participants named a variety of salient identities
beyond their race and gender, ranging from having limited ability to identifying as an
atheist. Several participants identified as first-generation college students and coming
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from lower socioeconomic backgrounds; six participants identified as members of the
Queer/LGBTQ community, which was the most common additional salient identity. The
participants were very involved in campus, and all of them had at least two, with some
having as many as nine, student leadership roles during their undergraduate career. They
held leadership positions across many different student affairs functional areas, but
housing and residence life was the most common (five participants).
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Table 3
Participant Demographics

Pseudonym

Race

Ethnicity

Other Salient
Identities as
Identified by the
Participant

Student Leadership
Functional Areas with
White Woman
Supervisor/Advisor

Alex

Latinx

Puerto Rican,
Honduran,
Salvadorian

Lower SocioEconomic
Background; Queer

Housing and
Marketing &
Communication

Donald

Black

AfricanAmerican

Lower SocioEconomic
Background; First
Generation Student;
Queer; Limited
Ability

Housing and
Admissions

Felix Diaz

Latino/
Hispanic

Venezuelan

Bilingual, Middle
Class, Third Culture
Kid

Student Organizations
(Service)

Isaiah

Black

AfricanAmerican

LGBTQ

Orientation, Honor
Societies

Joel

Latino

MexicanAmerican

First Generation
Student, Gay

Housing and
Community Outreach

Myron

AsianFilipino,
American, Hawaiian,
Pacifica
Chinese
Islander

First Generation
Immigrant, First
Generation Student;
Pansexual

Housing and Student
Government

Oscar

Mexican

Chicano

Queer

Student Organization
and Student
Government

Rob

Latino

Columbian

Able-bodied; Atheist

Housing and
Mentoring program

107
Alex
Alex racially identifies as Latinx and ethnically identifies as Puerto Rican,
Honduran, and Salvadorian; he also spoke about his identity as a “white passing” Latinx
man. Other identities that are salient to him are being from a lower socioeconomic
background and being part of the Queer community. Alex attended a racially diverse,
large, private university in Northern California for his undergraduate degree. He is
currently a second-year graduate student in a student affairs and higher education
master’s program. Alex held a number of different student leadership roles as an
undergraduate student. He had a white woman supervisor when he worked for the Office
of Marketing and Communications; he also had three different white women supervisors
during two years as a resident assistant in housing and residence life. He described his
relationships with white women supervisors as strategic and calculated. Alex did not have
the space to be authentic with his white women supervisors, which resulted in him
reaching out to people of color on campus to support his racial and gender identity
formation.
Donald
Donald identifies as Black African American. He also identifies as being from a
lower socioeconomic background, as a first-generation college student, Queer, and as
someone with limited ability. He attended a large, private, predominately white
institution in Massachusetts for his undergraduate career. He is currently a second-year
graduate student in a student affairs and higher education master’s program. Donald was
involved on campus in many ways. White women supervised him during his time as a
resident assistant in housing and resident life and when he worked for admissions and
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financial aid as an ambassador. He described his experiences with his multiple white
women supervisors ranging from neutral to overtly racist and negative. Although he did
not receive mentorship from his supervisors, Donald did feel like he learned to affirm his
racial and gender identity in other spaces on campus.
Felix Diaz
Felix Diaz is a self-identified third-culture kid who was born in Venezuela and
moved to Southern California at an early age. He identifies as Latino/Hispanic, is fluent
in both Spanish and English, and identifies as middle class. He attended community
college before transferring to a large, racially diverse state school in Southern California
to complete his undergraduate degree. He is currently a first-year graduate student in a
student affairs and higher education master’s program. Felix Diaz participated in eight
different student organizations as an undergraduate and held multiple student leadership
roles. The two student leadership experiences most relevant to this study were two
service organizations; he served as public relations manager for one and director of
membership and president for the other. The student memberships of these two
organizations were predominately white women, and the advisors for each organization
were white women professionals. Overall, he described his experiences with his two
white women advisors as very supportive, and they positively contributed to his racial
and gender identity development.
Isaiah
Isaiah grew up in New Orleans, identifies as Black and African American, and is
part of the LGBTQ community. His undergraduate career was spent at a medium-sized,
predominately white, state school in Louisiana. He is currently a first-year graduate
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student in a student affairs and higher education master’s program. Isaiah was a very
active undergraduate student and held nine different student leadership roles in areas like
honor societies, Greek life, orientation, and student activities. In all of his student
leadership roles, white women served as his advisor or supervisor. Overall, he described
his relationships with his white women supervisors and advisors as challenging in some
positive ways, but often in negative ways. He felt like his supervisors and advisors forced
him to grow by making him tough through adversity. At times, he did feel that he was
challenged in a positive way by many of the white women he worked under. Isaiah
developed a stronger sense of is racial and gender identities by challenging the systems at
his university and gaining an understanding of how identity plays into higher education.
Joel
Joel identifies as Mexican American, identifies as gay, and is a first-generation
college student. He attended a racially diverse, medium-sized, private university located
in Northern California for his undergraduate career. He is currently a first-year graduate
student in a student affairs and higher education master’s program. Joel held several
leadership positions in housing and residence life (resident assistant and assistant resident
director). Additionally, he served as a senior student office assistant on a diverse student
staff. He had a very positive experience with his white woman supervisor, who created
space for him to explore his identities and become a stronger student leader. He also
worked as a center manager in a tutoring and community outreach office on a staff that
was mostly white women and had a negative experience with his two white women
supervisors in that role. Joel eventually resigned from this position because he was
having a negative experience.
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Myron
Myron identifies as Asian American, Pacific Islander and is of mixed Filipino,
Hawaiian, and Chinese ethnic identity. He is the first in his family to pursue graduate
school, and he also identifies as pansexual. He intentionally chose to attend a
predominately white institution for his undergraduate experience and attended a mediumsized, private school in Colorado. He completed his master’s degree from the same
institution about year ago and is currently working full-time in student affairs. As an
undergraduate student, Myron was very involved on campus (Greek life, identity-based
student organization, and others), but he spoke specifically about two student leadership
experiences during which he was supervised and advised by white women. One
experience was during his time as a resident assistant in housing and residence life, and
the other was during his time as a senator on student government. He described his
relationships with his white women supervisors as positive, and they both empowered
him to explore his multiple identities in different ways.
Rob
Rob identifies racially as Latino and ethnically as Columbian; his other most
salient identities are being able bodied, heterosexual, and an atheist. He completed his
undergraduate degree at a racially diverse, medium-sized, state school in Northern
California. He is currently a first-year graduate student in a student affairs and higher
education master’s program. During his undergraduate career, he held student leadership
roles as a peer mentor and as a resident assistant for two years in housing and residence
life. During his time as a student leader, he had two white women supervisors. He
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described both as socially aware, and he said that they positively contributed to his racial
and gender identity development.
Oscar
Oscar was born and raised in California, identifies as Mexican and Chicano, and
also identifies as Queer. His undergraduate institution was a racially diverse, small,
private college in New York. He is currently a second-year graduate student in a student
affairs and higher education master’s program and is hoping to pursue his doctorate when
he graduates. As an undergraduate student, he held student leadership roles in an identitybased student organization and was part of student government for three years. White
women advised him in both of these student leadership roles. Oscar shared that his white
women advisors rarely had formal conversations about race and gender with him and did
not directly impact his racial and gender identity formation; however, the institution was
diverse and created the freedom for him to explore his identities independently.
Findings
The two primary research questions that guided the co-researchers in this study
were:
1. How do men of color make sense of their racial and gender identity formation
during their undergraduate experiences in student leadership roles and
settings?
2. How do men of color student leaders in higher education describe their
experiences of racial and gender identity formation while being supervised
and/or advised by white women student affairs professionals?
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Throughout the interview process and data analysis, the co-researchers found it
difficult to discuss the findings in a linear fashion because the emergent themes and
categories that impacted the racial and gender identity formation of men of color student
leaders were interrelated and contextual. Additionally, the co-researchers were inspired
by the Duncan-Andrade (2009) Critical Hope conceptual framework and continually
came back to the metaphor of the roses that grow in concrete. This led us to think about
the data in terms of climates (multiple contexts); gardeners (white women supervisors
and advisors); and roses (the men of color student leader participants).
Figure 4 provides an overview of the initial framework that emerged and was
used to organize the findings. The participants were situated within multiple climates
while being student leaders. The broadest was the institutional climate, which then
narrowed into the multiple student leadership microclimates that the participants shared
with their peers. The smallest and most direct climate was the relationship with their
white women gardeners (supervisors and advisors). The participants were impacted by
their numerous interactions within these climates, which resulted in them responding in
various ways to maintain a healthy racial and gender identity formation. The next section
of this chapter delves deeper into the different types of climates the participants
encountered during the undergraduate career as student leaders and how the participants
responded in order to maintain healthy racial and gender identity formation.
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Figure 4. The initial framework of the Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color
Student Leaders
The institutional climate was defined by four factors that emerged from that data.
Table 4 describes the participants’ undergraduate institutions through the four factors of
institutional type and size, geographic location, and diversity of the student population.
Five of the participants attended private universities that ranged in student population size
from small to large, and three attended public universities. Four participants attended
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institutions on the West Coast, two participants on the East Coast, and two in the middle
of the country. As expected, all the participants attended universities that had either equal
numbers of men and women on campus or had fewer men on campus, ranging from 50%
of men enrolled to as little as 33% of men enrolled.6 The racial diversity of the institution
had the most significant impact on the racial and gender identity formation of the
participants. The institutional climates were divided into Predominately White
Institutional Climates7 and Racially Diverse Institutional Climates8 based upon the racial
diversity of the student body. This differentiation was the most simplistic way to
categorize the institutions for analyses. The experiences of the participants in the
institutional climates were more nuanced based upon how well their racial identity was
represented on campus in addition to the overall racial diversity of the institution.

6

While researching the gender demographics, none of the institutions had gender
demographics beyond the gender binary of male/men and female/women.
7
Predominately White Institutions are defined as institutions with more than 50% of
white students on campus.
8
Racially Diverse Campus is defined as institutions with less than 50% of white students
on campus.
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Table 4
Participants’ Undergraduate Institution Information

Participant

Institution Size
& Type

Region

Racial Diversity

Gender
Diversity

Alex

Large, Private

West Coast

Racially Diverse
Campus

37% Men

Donald

Large, Private

North East

Predominately
White Institution

50% men

Felix Diaz

Large, Public

West Coast

Racially Diverse
Campus

46% Men

Isaiah

Medium,
Public

South

Predominately
White Institution

33% men

Joel

Medium,
Private

West Coast

Racially Diverse
Campus

48% Men

Myron

Medium,
Private

Mountain
West

Predominately
White Institution

46% men

Oscar

Small, Private

North East

Racially Diverse
Campus

34% Men

Rob

Medium,
Public

West Coast

Racially Diverse
Campus

44% Men

Racially diverse institutional climates
Five of the eight participants attended institutions where less than half of the
student body identified as white. Four of those institutions were on the West Coast, and
three were private institutions. These five participants shared experiencing some negative
interactions, like racial microaggressions and tokenization, in their racially diverse
institutional climates. Overall, they had a very positive experience interacting in the
institutional climate. They found more people of color (staff, faculty, and students) on
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campus, which led to more organic and complicated conversations about race, gender,
and other identities.
Oscar talked about his experience attending a small, racially diverse, private
institution.
I never felt uncomfortable, I guess. I never felt like, “oh, you’re a white woman,
and I’m a Latino man.” But I also think that had a lot to do with the kind of
environment that I was in. I was in a very small liberal arts environment. It was a
very inclusive environment; this school was very diverse amongst its student
population, so there was a lot of awareness and understanding from admin and
faculty. So if anything, it’s just given me that freedom to really like articulate and
really learn from myself, learn from my peers, as opposed to hindering that
experience and, you know, having those preconceived notions that, oh, you’re a
Latino male, I don’t know if you can, you know, surpass such limits, et cetera.
Oscar felt like the greater diversity of the institution allowed him to explore his racial and
gender identity more freely with the support of students, staff, and faculty on campus.
The diversity of the institution also organically created opportunities to engage with
people who were different from him and learn about their experiences, which promoted
learning across difference. Similar to Oscar, the four other participants who attended
racially diverse institutions described feeling supported in their racial and gender identity
exploration and a strong sense of belonging while engaging in a racially diverse
institutional climate.
It is important to note that the racial climate of an institution was not always
clearly defined by the statistical diversity of the student body. Although he attended a
large, racially diverse, public institution, Felix Diaz still felt white privilege in the climate
of the institution.
Now even though it’s a Southern California mentality and especially being so
close to the border and having a lot of Mexicans for example at State, it still felt
like, even though it’s an HIS [Hispanic-serving institution] for example, it still felt
like white privilege still controlled everything. So just trying to—trying to
understand that but without having to fight about it.
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Felix Diaz engaged regularly with a racially diverse peer group at his institution and as a
Latino man attending a Hispanic-serving institution, he often saw people who looked like
him. However, he still felt like the institution had policies, procedures, and practices
rooted in whiteness that led to isolation of students of color and the protection of
whiteness at the institution. Felix Diaz’s experiences demonstrate that the climate of an
institution is created by a complex interplay of institutional factors, values, and leadership
competencies.
Predominately white institutional climates
Three of the five participants attended institutions where more than half of the
student population identified as white. These three participants shared that the lack of
racial diversity on campus made it difficult to have meaningful conversations about race,
gender, and other identities. Isaiah attended a medium-sized, predominately white, public
institution in the South. He shared his experiences with the lack of racial diversity on
campus.
So that was a positive relationship during that time [with his white woman
supervisor], because at that point I was really just looking for anyone who would
help me, and she was who I decided to go to. I still never opened up to her really
about my personal life. I don’t think there was one administrator that I really went
to; to tell all, I only had one professor of color my whole entire college career.
And unfortunately, she was an adjunct professor, so she was hardly on campus,
and yeah, I never had a go-to person to really just like vent and get advice on.
That was really my mentor in my fraternity [a Black man] is who I went to.
Isaiah also experienced an absence of identity conversations in the classroom and lack of
diversity-based student services.
So yeah, it was mainly just my racial identity, but I’m thinking back, and I don’t
even think I was as woke as I am now, back then. My college was very Black and
white, there was no ethnic studies, there were no opportunities for me to really
learn about privilege and oppression, and the crazy part is I’m a social worker! I
graduated in social work! And we never really talked about these concepts in
depth. It was always just based on our life experiences and what we had already
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been exposed to. So I wouldn’t even say I had high saliency in my racial identity,
but out of all of them, it was one of the highest.
The lack of diversity, both numerically and pedagogically, created the
predominately white institutional climate and negatively impacted Isaiah’s racial and
gender identity formation. The lack of diversity across race, gender, sexuality, and other
identities limited his opportunities to engage across difference in ways that would have
helped him professionally. Personally, he was not exposed to social justice concepts or
theories that could have empowered him to name his experiences of racism and
homophobia, nor was he able to fully explore his privilege as a man.
Myron intentionally chose to attend a medium-sized, private, predominately white
institution to gain a different perspective than the diverse community he grew up in.
However, he did not anticipate the how prominent his racial identity would become in
such a white space.
I think it was hard because I started noticing that my racial identity was more
salient because it was predominantly white institution. Considering the student
demographics, it was considered a wealthier group of people that attended the
university, um so, it was very affluent. So, as a student leader, that was the first
thing that people saw—the color of my skin—and for a while, I was the poster
child of the university.
Myron’s institutional context forced him to think more about his racial identity
because he stood out among his white peers and often felt tokenized by the institution as
a man of color who was a student leader. He would often talk to his supervisor about his
experiences on campus.
I would tell her of all these stories of how I would go through in my classes.
Professors would point me out and think I’m an international student because I
was a person of color. I remembered the things my fraternity members would say
that would make me the token minority. I was literally the most diverse person to
them.
These interactions led to negative impacts for him on the institutional level.
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It was more racial just because I mentioned I came into the institution knowing
that it would be predominantly white. I didn’t really know how that would affect
me personally, and so, it was very—my lens at the time was very racialized, and
there was a point where I didn’t trust any white folk at all. Um, it was interesting
having a white supervisor. Um, just because of that distrust, and there was a point
where I had to know, “you needed to prove that you are on my side before I can
trust you.”
Myron’s hyper-racialized experience on the institutional level characterized the
experiences of the participants who attended predominately white institutions. Isaiah and
Myron’s experiences of consistent racism and tokenization combined with the lack of
support from people of color had the negative impact of isolation and caused the
participants to mistrust the institution. Race was so significant in these institutional
climates that it was difficult for the men to recognize dynamics of gender and other
identities.
Institutional climate summary
All of the participants spoke directly about the campus climate that was created
by institutional factors of type, size, geographic location, and diversity of the student
population. Interactions in racially diverse institutional climates generally led to the more
positive impacts of the participants feeling a strong sense of belonging and support from
the institution. This allowed for a greater exploration of multiple identities, particularly
race and gender. Interactions in predominately white institutional climates generally had
the negative impacts of the participants feeling isolated and mistrusting the institution.
The participants tended to focus on their racial identity because of the marginalization
they experienced. The next section explores how the racial and gender identity formation
of the participants was impacted as they engaged in the shared microclimates of their
student leadership roles.
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Student Leadership Microclimates
All of the participants in the study belonged to multiple student staffs and/or
student organizations in which they held multiple student leadership roles. For this study,
student leadership microclimates were comprised of the student leader, their peers, the
supervisor/advisor, and the department that managed the student staff/organization.
Between the eight participants in the study, they spoke about 15 different student
leadership microclimates where they were supervised or advised by a white woman.
Table 5 presents the functional areas as well as the racial and gender diversity that
defined the participants’ different student leadership microclimates that were supervised
or advised by white women.
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Table 5
Student Leadership Microclimates with White Women Supervisors and Advisors

Pseudonym
Alex

Donald

Student Leadership
Functional Areas

Racial Diversity

Gender Diversity

Housing

Racially Diverse

Even men and women

Marketing &
communication

Racially Diverse

Even men and women

Housing

Predominately white

Even men and women

Admissions

Predominately white

Even men and women

Felix Diaz

Service-based
Predominately white
student organizations

Mostly women

Isaiah

Student orientation

Predominately white

Even men and women

Honor societies

Predominately white

Even men and women

Housing

Racially diverse

Even men and women

Joel

Myron

Oscar

Rob

Community outreach Predominately white

All women

Housing

Predominately white

Even men and women

Student government

Predominately white

Even men and women

Student organization

Racially diverse

Even men and women

Student government

Predominately white

Mostly women

Housing

Racially diverse

Even men and women

Mentoring program

Racially diverse

Even men and women

Similar to the institutional climate, the participants had distinctly different
experiences depending on the overall diversity of their staffs with race and gender being
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the most salient identities. Nine of the 15 student leadership microclimates were
predominately white, and three of the nine were either all women or mostly women.
All six of the student leadership microclimates that were racially diverse were
more equally distributed across gender. In addition to the diversity of the student staffs,
the department’s commitment to diversity was also an important factor. Based upon the
data, the student leadership microclimates were divided into homogenous student
leadership microclimates and diverse student leadership microclimates.
Diverse student leadership microclimates
Four of the eight participants belonged to at least one diverse student leadership
microclimate, and two participants belonged to multiple diverse student leadership
microclimates that were supervised or advised by white women. The participants in
diverse student leadership microclimates also stated that the presences of diversity among
their peers across sexuality, socioeconomic background, and first-generation status
positively contributed to their identity exploration. Generally, belonging to a diverse
student leadership microclimate resulted in positive interactions and impacts for the racial
and gender identity formation of the participants.
Interactions within racially diverse student leadership microclimate
The participants described numerous positive interactions with their peers and the
departments within diverse student leadership microclimates. These interactions were
analyzed, and two consistent themes emerged from the data: engaging in critical
dialogues about identity and learning social justice concepts.
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Rob was a peer mentor and a resident advisor, and both of his microclimates
enabled him to explore his identity in partnership with his peers. He shared how simply
being on a diverse staff prompted conversations about identity.
I think that working with such a diverse group of people allowed me to challenge
myself and challenge others. Within in both roles, as a mentor and in residence
life, we had some people whose knowledge in regarding identity and identity
development and social justice and all those things was varied on a spectrum
going from people who knew a lot to some people who really nice and very kind,
but weren’t quite in tune with the theory and the concepts that we talk about when
we talk about social justice. So being in a staff that was so diverse allowed me to
one, learn a lot from people who knew more than I did; and then on the other
hand, allowed me to engage in conversations that were challenging to have
sometimes with people who knew a little bit less than I did. I think that’s where
the main growth happened for me.
Existing in a diversity student leadership microclimate created opportunities for
Rob to be both the teacher and the learner, which challenged him to think about both his
racial and gender identities in different ways.
Alex identified staff trainings as a specific setting where he learned social justice
concepts and engaged in critical dialogues about identity with his peers.
So those were the spaces where I was afford the opportunity to not only learn the
basic vocabulary and terminology to understand my own context and experiences,
but there were also spaces where there were cross-cultural and cross identity
dialogue between myself and my student leader peers. So those were the sessions
and times where I felt like I developed the most in conversation and dialogue with
others…Those were also times where I felt like we were really digging into our
identities and how we work together as a staff and related to one another.
Joel was also part of the housing and residence life department, which showed
their commitment to diversity by recruiting a diverse staff and creating meaningful
ongoing opportunities for student leaders to develop social justice conceptual knowledge
and engage in dialogue about identity beyond the twice-a-year staff trainings.
And I remember we would call them staff devos, and we would educate our staffs
about current topics and stuff that was happening within society or to us
personally. Being able to do that kind of inspired this pride in my identity that I
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hadn’t really experience before. I feel like I wouldn’t have been able to do that,
not necessarily that; I feel like I wouldn’t have experienced that as soon as I did in
my undergraduate had I not had this position. So I feel like this position really
opened my eyes a lot in terms of my identity, in terms of what I identify as, but
also in what others identify as too.
The diverse student staff context combined with the department’s commitment to
intentionally create spaces for continual engagement of diversity in meaningful ways
helped the participants explore their racial and gender identity in transformative ways.
Impacts of interactions within diverse student leadership microclimates
The interactions within the diverse student leadership microclimates had
important positive impacts on the participants. The two main impacts of feeling a strong
sense of belonging and support emerged from the data related to diverse student
leadership microclimates.
Joel contrasted his negative experience working in the community outreach
office, which was predominately white women, with the strong sense of belonging he felt
as a result of the interactions he had in the housing and residence life department both as
a resident assistant and as an office assistant.
I would be able to share with my res life folks and people in there. I had people to
go to because they might have similar experiences with it, or they would say
something like, “Oh I can relate to that too, this is what I experienced,” and we
would kind of revel in that, and our supervisor encouraged that amongst us. And
so, I just didn’t feel that support in the [community outreach office].
Alex also shared about the support that he had within the Latinx community
because of the broad diversity within the diverse student leadership microclimate of
housing and residence life.
And also for those who identified similarly in terms of race, it was nice to find
that community amongst affinity groups. Being able to build community and
share to discuss similar experiences of both marginalization and the wonderful
things that come with identifying as Latinx and our cultural crossovers and
upbringings. Simple things like things we like to eat and other things like that. It
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was good to be with people who could understand where I was coming from, and
I could understand where they were coming from. But also have the tough
conversations when maybe we don’t agree about something or our identities are
the same and yet we have different approaches to leadership or to social justice
issues.
The participants felt a strong sense of belonging to the whole staff and to small
affinity groups, which was important for identity formation. This allowed for the
participants to engage in more complicated conversations about their racial identity as
well as explore the intersections of gender and other identities with their peers.
Racial and gender identity formation in diverse student leadership microclimates
The positive impact of feeling connection, belonging, and support within the
diverse student leadership microclimates created an environment where the participants
were freer to explore and form their racial and gender identities. Joel talked about his
identity growth within the housing department.
I was in a position where others saw me as a leader… someone who trusted me
with information and things like that. So it was definitely a different position for
me than I had ever been in before coming from high school. But it was definitely
an opportunity for me to learn and grow. And I don’t think I was ever held back
from my gender identity. I was never not able to accomplish things. I think it was
just a learning education for me. I didn’t really have any concept of identities or
what that meant before these roles, so it was definitely a really educational
experience for me.
Alex was also able to clearly articulate the how much he grew in the positive
microclimate with his peers.
And in terms of my racial identity as a Latinx Man, I just learned a lot more about
myself and the growth in that came from just more personal research and asking
questions to my family and learning more about my family’s history and learning
about the histories of my peers who also identified as Latinx. And then also being
able to have other identities as kind of counterpoint for reflection and thinking
what is the same and what is different and what does that mean? So even just
learning how to think that way and having that thought process was a huge
learning because I don’t think I was thinking that way as a first-year student. And
without that training I wasn’t think about things through a critical race lens for
example; that was not happening what I was 17 years old. So by the time I was 20
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and 21, that was a lens I couldn’t take away. So that was a huge growth for me as
a Latinx Man and how I navigate daily life.
The participants who belonged to diverse staffs, particularly racially diverse
staffs, found a greater sense of belonging with their peers. They not only had more
challenging conversations about race and gender but also experienced a great deal of
support. This helped to deepen their racial and gender identity formation. The freedom
the participants had in the diverse student leadership microclimates to explore their
identities was contrasted by the struggles the participants experienced in homogenous
student leadership microclimates.
Homogenous student leadership microclimates
Six of the eight participants belonged to at least one predominately white staff,
and three participants belonged to multiple predominately white staffs that were
supervised or advised by white women. There was some gender balance (although
primarily in the gender binary) across the different staff contexts, but it is interesting that
the three staff contexts that were either all or mostly women were also predominately
white. Generally, the more homogenous staff contexts resulted in negative interactions
and impacts for the participants.
Interactions within homogeneous student leadership microclimates
The participants described numerous negative interactions with their peers and the
departments within the homogeneous student leadership microclimates. Three primary
themes emerged from the data: centralizing of whiteness, protecting whiteness, and racial
microaggressions.
Felix Diaz experienced the centralizing of whiteness when he was a part of a
service organization in which the members and other executive board members were
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mostly white women. In executive board meetings, he felt the weight of the white
privilege both through representation and the history of the organization.
Well, most of the executive board was white women. I would say, at least from
my experiences, I mean I can’t really generalize but ... I felt like what they said
they felt like was going to be their right thing and only thing to do. And I think a
lot of that had to do with, one, the fact that there’s a history of females running
the organization, and two, the history behind, or that mentality that white power
and white culture rules everything, I kind of felt that and sensed that from time to
time whenever women would speak in our organization.
Felix Diaz saw his peers centralize whiteness and white ways of leadership by
using the history of the organization as a justification of how things should run, instead of
being open to new ways of functioning.
During Isaiah’s time on the orientation staff, he saw how the system would
engage in the protection of whiteness during the staff selection process.
So it was all of her sorority girls, which also, I realized the following year that all
of us had to try out to be orientation leaders. She [the white woman supervisor]
would hand pick people that she just wanted to be orientation leaders, with no
interviews, no, nothing. So we would get all of these mediocre white men, that
would be cut instantly if they were Black, who don’t come to class prepared, who
don’t do well on the quizzes. And she would just let them slide by.
These experiences of seeing his white peers being treated differently forced Isaiah
to realize the ways in which whiteness was promoted and how little support he had
among his peers. In the moment, he was not able to name this dynamic, but he learned it
over time.
I was just having this conversation the other day with someone, and I was like,
“You know, you don’t know that you’re being treated differently until you hear
what’s done for someone else, you know?” And then you realize, “Oh, I didn’t
know that’s what was happening for other people. I just thought that was I was
receiving was the norm.” So I think that’s what a lot of my way of thinking in
undergrad. I just figured everything was like fine, I wasn’t really looking with a
critical lens unless it was blatant, like no, I know this is wrong, this feels wrong,
let me fight this.
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The centralizing of whiteness and protecting whiteness created a space where
racism (overt forms and microaggressions) could happen unchecked. Donald served as a
resident advisor and worked the admissions office; both microclimates were
predominately white. He shared about his interactions within his housing and residence
life microclimate: “And that was shown by the verbal abuse and just discounting what I
would bring to the team in my interactions with my supervisor, as well as the lack of
support from my colleagues.” Donald shared some of the most overtly racist experiences
of all the participants with his white women supervisors, and the lack of intervention by
his peers was striking. Donald’s experiences of racism and lack of peer support was
typical of the experiences of other participants in homogenous student leadership
microclimates. Similar to the predominately white institutional climate, the participants in
the homogeneous microclimates often focused on their experiences around race and not
their privileged identity as men.
Impacts of the interactions in homogeneous student leadership microclimates
Two negative impact themes emerged as a result of the interactions within the
homogeneous student leadership microclimates: feelings of isolation and feeling silenced.
Joel felt isolation when he worked in a community outreach office that was staffed by
mostly white women both on the student level and the professional level. His white
women peers’ interactions with the marginalized communities that the office served
impacted Joel’s connectedness to the office.
I felt like it was because I had so many white co-workers; I felt like they felt
uncomfortable in those situations when they were experiencing or interacting with
people who came from identities different from theirs, and it’s a learning curve of
course, but they promoted diversity, but it felt like they didn’t really actively
engage in it. So it just felt kind of a little false and a little farce.
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Joel’s identities reflected the identities of those who used the services of the
office. Although the interactions were not directly with him, seeing his white women
peers not actively engage or competently support the community within the microclimate
resulted in Joel feeling isolated on the staff.
So I didn’t really form connections with my co-workers there just because I was
one of the only minorities within that department, and it was much more difficult
to form connections with them if I didn’t connect with them. So I wasn’t able to
go to them and talk about an experience I had in my past for example.
Felix Diaz also felt isolated and silenced in the service organization he belonged
to because of the white-dominant climate, while also navigating his male privilege.
Not necessarily all the time, but there were times where I felt like I was silenced
and that in a way they were kind of teamed up against me because they were all
part of one group, and I was like the, you know, black sheep, essentially … so I
would say that that was like the main thing, just being teamed up against in terms
of when they felt like their privilege came ... I don’t know, I just feel like they
used their privilege to shut me down from time to time. Because I didn’t want to
be overstepping on my ... I guess the situation or that moment and knowing when
to be in my place … both as a Latino and as a man.
Felix Diaz names the complexities within the core intersection of this study
between race and gender. He felt silenced in his racial identity by a group of white
women peers but also alluded to recognizing the ways his privilege as a man impacted
the space. The lack of connection between him and his peers did not allow for meaningful
conversations about these nuanced identity dynamics; instead, it resulted in further
silence and isolation. In some ways, these negative impacts inhibited the racial and
gender identity formation of Felix Diaz and the other participants within homogenous
student leadership microclimates. The participants responded to the negative impacts of
isolation and feeling silenced by exhibiting different strategies of resilience to maintain
their identity formation.

130
Resilience and growth in homogenous student leadership microclimates
The participants used different strategies of resilience to navigate the negative
interactions and impacts within the homogenous student leadership microclimates. The
two resilience strategies that came from the data were challenging systems and seeking
people of color for support. Donald began to challenge the system by taking on the role
of educator for his peers and even for professional staff.
I mean, it was the same situation. It was real cool, people like “hey, what’s up.”
But oftentimes I felt like I had to reframe and correct some of the language that
was used in reference to Black folks, Black men, people of color, even when it
came to symbolism in other things.
Like Donald, many of the participants furthered their knowledge and awareness of
their racial and gender identities to protect themselves from the oppressive microclimates
they moved in. Felix Diaz challenged systems by using his story as a counter narrative.
He learned that sharing part of his narrative was necessary to help his white peers
understand his perspective, but he still found this very difficult.
…only the people that I got really close with, whether it be members that I
became really familiar with or people within my own executive board, those are
the people that I really felt like I had to tell them, hey, this is a little bit about my
history, uh, so you kind of understand where I’m coming from and how my
experiences are going to be a little bit different than your experiences because
you’re a white, you know, female or white male on campus.
Felix Diaz also exhibited resilience by using the power of his position as president
of the organization to diversify the student organization and find more people of color for
support. He was able to reach out to new student populations that had not been connected
to the organization in the past.
I also tried to get us involved with another student organizations that was called
Globalastics Alliance, and that organization was basically about welcoming
foreign students into campus their first year, I guess students from other countries.
And kind of doing activities with them. I think that to me, that’s when I really felt
pride for being Hispanic because I actually got to talk Spanish with some of the
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students and kind of use that as a way to, like, “hey, I’m like you, come join our
org!”
The participants were able to use these resiliency strategies to simultaneously further
grow in their identity racial and gender identity formation and challenge the negative
climates surrounding them.
The participants who belonged to homogenous staffs, particularly predominately
white staffs, often felt isolated and silenced. This somewhat inhibited their racial and
gender identity development. All of the participants demonstrated resilience strategies to
further their identity formation, but often the resilience focused on their marginalized
identity as people of color, leaving gender less examined.
Student leadership microclimates summary
The participants in the study engaged in multiple student leadership
microclimates during their undergraduate experience. The racial and gender diversity of
the microclimates, as well as the departments’ commitment to engaging diversity, had the
most significant impact on the participants’ racial and gender identity formation. The
participants identified staff trainings that occurred at the beginning of each semester and
weekly staff meetings as principal sites where significant interactions occurred with their
peers. Interactions in diverse student leadership microclimates were both challenging and
developmental but generally led to the positive impact of feeling a strong sense of
belonging and support. Interactions in homogenous student leadership microclimates
lacked the trust to move past challenging moments and often led to the negative impacts
of the participants feeling isolated and silenced. The next section explores the
participants’ relationships with their white women gardeners (supervisors and advisors)
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that are situated within the institutional climates and the student leadership
microclimates.
Relationships with White Women Gardeners
The previous two sections described the participants’ experiences interacting in
the broad Institutional Climates and in the narrower Student Leadership Microclimates.
The participants’ relationships with their white women supervisors and advisors
(gardeners) were situated within these multiple and layered climates. The positive or
negative nature of the relationship between the participant and his white women
gardeners was determined by the supervisor/advisor’s competencies in social justice and
inclusion and in student learning and development (ACPA & NASPA, 2015). This
section describes emergent themes within the interactions, impacts, and responses that
occurred in the different gardener-student leader relationships.
Positive relationships with white women gardeners
Five of the eight participants in the study described having positive relationships
with their white women supervisors and advisors. The participants’ positive interactions
were themed as affirmation, challenged to grow, leadership opportunities and resources,
and critical dialogues about identity. The positive interactions generally resulted in two
positive impacts on the participants: a strong sense of belonging and authenticity. These
positive impacts resulted in enhanced identity formation for the participants.
Positive interactions
Four positive interaction themes emerged from the data that were connected to the
white women gardeners’ higher levels of competency in social justice and student
development. The theme was receiving affirmation from white women supervisors and
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advisors about their leadership experience and their experiences as men of color. Joel
experienced affirmation related to his leadership development with his supervisor in
residence life.
So she was able to verbally express that to me because I didn’t see it. Because I
was like, “Well the guys haven’t responded to this. My fraternity brothers at the
chapter are really turning around. I am not seeing the results I want to see. I am
not seeing this. It’s just not working.” She was like, “Well, are their attitudes
shifting?” I was like, “Yeah.” And she was, “Does the house and chapter feel
more open?” “Yeah.” “Are the seniors being nice to your guys?” I’m like,
“Yeah.” And she was like, “Well look at all the work you are doing.” She really
put into perspective for me it’s the little things sometimes that really count
towards the big things.
Felix Diaz shared his experience with his supervisors affirming his racial and
ethnic identities.
One of the things they said was if you know you speak Spanish, make that one of
those things you talk about when you talk to people, let them know you speak
Spanish. Because I don't know if this is just me being an undergrad, but it was one
of those things that I never really told people unless they asked or if it was just my
resume, but being able to be proud of that is something they mentioned ... so now,
every time I do introductions I always tell people, “by the way, I speak Spanish.”
I don't know, it's just something that made me think about how important
language is with my Latino and Hispanic race and ethnicity. And then with my
social justice, counseling, and social justice minor, my mentor really encouraged
me to understand as much as I can and try and dig deeper into what role race
played in my own identity.
The positive affirmation from his white woman supervisors empowered Felix
Diaz to see bilingual identity as a strength and an integral part of his racial identity that
should be shared.
The second positive interaction theme was the participants being challenged to
grow by their white women supervisors in their leadership development and in their
identity formation. Felix Diaz’s supervisor challenged him to do both at the same time.
I don't know, in a way they basically said in order for you to really want to bring
change and diversity into the organization, you have to really understand who you
are and how your identities play into this role. And that really stood out to me a
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lot, and that’s one of the reasons why I wanted to even join student affairs as a
profession.
Experiences like these, where the white women gardeners were able to intersect
leadership development and identity formation, contributed to some of the most positive
interactions for the participants. Supervisors were also able to challenge the participants
to grow in gender identity and develop a deeper awareness of their masculinity within
group spaces.
The third positive interaction was when white women gardeners provided the
participants leadership opportunities and resources. Having opportunities to take on new
leadership roles and be involved in decision-making came up consistently in the data. The
participants felt empowered and more connected when their supervisors offered them
opportunities to grow. Oscar particularly appreciated the autonomy those experiences
afforded him.
I think providing opportunities for me. I had a very positive experience, and for
me, it was like being able to nurture and allow me to develop. So providing
opportunities to take leadership roles, to take leadership in events or specific
workshops.
Several of the participants also talked about how their white woman supervisor
served as a resource for their leadership development. Felix Diaz shared how positive it
was to have his supervisor as a consistent and supportive resource.
I was able to go up to her and be able to ask her for any advice for anything that I
needed in terms of facilitating conversations or managing relationships with other
officers in the organization as well as how to maintain the organization, not make
it worse, but get more people involved, get more people to join. So my experience
was a very positive experience, specifically with her.
The white woman gardener’s willingness to advise Felix Diaz and share her
knowledge created feelings of support and trust for him. The white women supervisors
and advisors demonstrated investment in the participants when they used their positional
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power and skills to offer leadership opportunities and resources to the participants. The
positive interactions detailed in this section led to a number of positive impacts for the
participants.
The fourth and most meaningful positive interaction was engaging in dialogues
about identity with their white women supervisors and advisors. This seems obvious
when discussing identity formation, but the dialogues had the greatest positive impact
when the white woman gardener had the competency to guide the conversation in two
ways. First, she was able share her personal experiences and understanding of both her
privileged identities (i.e., whiteness) and her share her experiences of marginalization as
a woman (and other oppressed identities). Joel shared how his housing and residence life
supervisors role modeled how to take ownership of personal identity.
Yeah, there were times when I would bring something up, and she would always
say, “I empathize where you are coming from, and I understand where you are
coming from, but there are things that I don’t understand and don’t know and
haven’t experienced because of my identity as a white woman.” And she was
open about that and not in a way where it felt like, “Thanks for telling me your
problems, I can’t help you.” It was very much of the sense that, “I understand my
own privilege and my own identities and how that other people with my own
identities and whatnot have influenced you.” So I would talk to her about my
prior supervisors at [the community outreach office], and I would talk to her about
how I wasn’t able to feel open or feel comfortable because of my identities. And
she was like, “I’m totally sorry about that. I am really, really sorry that you had to
experience that, but I want you to know that it is very different. I am aware of my
identities, and I am aware of the power I have within society.” And so I was really
thankful to have that supervisor, you know, within residence life. I felt so
comfortable there to discuss the different things that were happening and, you
know, get into those discussion that other people shied away from, where she was
very much engaging me in those.
The white woman gardener’s willingness and ability to own her whiteness and empathize
with Joel through dialogue created a space for healing, connection, and trust.
Second, the white women gardeners were able to explore with the participants
how they experienced racism and understood their privilege as men in supportive and
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non-judgmental ways. Rob’s supervisor engaged him in conversations about his privilege
and marginalization that encouraged him up to explore his racial and gender identities
more.
I think she was the first person to introduce me to the privilege I hold as a man
and the privilege I hold as a straight man. Now after that job ended, I had the
chance to take more classes in Critical Race Theory and learned more about
Critical Queer theory and stuff like that.
The participants engaged in more difficult identity dialogues when they
experienced their supervisors’ role modeling vulnerability about identity and creating
opportunities for them to explore their multiple identities. They were also more able to
explore beyond their experiences of marginalization within race and begin to understand
their masculinities and the privilege they hold.
Myron talked about how he and his supervisor were able to discuss the
complexities of how race, gender, and other identities impacted their student leadergardener supervisory relationship.
She was really the person that started asking those “why?” questions. “Why was
that triggered?” “Why did you feel this way?” And so, I really appreciate her for
that, but in that process, she was also learning about some of the things that she
was doing to microagress me. So, it was kinda a learning experience for the both
of us. But it was really because of her that it helped me realize all of these things
were happening.
Myron’s dialogues about identity with his white woman gardener were not perfect, and
they both experienced microaggressions, but they were still able to maintain trust to
further their growth.
The participants’ positive interactions with their white women gardeners of
affirmation, being challenged to grow, leadership opportunities and resources, and critical
dialogues about identity were multifaceted. Their interactions were grounded in both an
understanding student development and social justice frameworks. The white woman
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gardener needed to exhibit high empathy as well a deep awareness of self. These
constructive interactions led to positive impacts for the men of color student leaders.
Positive impacts with white women gardeners
The positive interactions with white women supervisors and advisors resulted in
two positive impacts on the participants: a strong sense of belonging and authenticity.
While several participants expressed feeling very fortunate that they felt a strong sense of
belonging from the beginning, Myron’s sense of belonging and trust happened over time
with his supervisor, and she became his refuge within a predominately white space.
Oh absolutely, yeah. There were a ton of spaces on campus where I felt
invalidated, and I think my relationship with my supervisor was one of the spaces
that I could unpack a lot of that. My fraternity wasn’t really a safe space for me to
talk about these things; my classroom wasn’t really a safe space. I was never
really a part of the cultural center that we had there. And so because housing was
a big part of my life at the time, it would be a space where I knew I could talk
about these issues with at least one other person, and I didn’t think it would be
with my supervisor, but it was.
Myron was surprised by how much support he received from his white woman
supervisor. He experienced isolation and tokenization within the institutional climate, but
he was able to build trust with his white women gardener because she was so open,
supportive, and self-aware.
The greater sense of belonging and trust with their white women gardeners
strengthened the participants’ ability to be authentic. Joel often contrasted his negative
experiences of being suppressed in the community outreach office with his positive
experience in residence life.
Where as in my residence life position [laughter], it was very much about
embracing that color in your life and embracing the diversity that was around us.
And having a white woman supervisor who was able to really allow me to
embrace that and be appreciative of that was really interesting to me because I had
such a negative experience before; having a positive experience was a new
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opportunity for me to really learn about different things around me, within myself,
and within other people.
The participants talked about how important it was for them to have the space to be their
full selves and how their supervisors opened them up to honoring different aspects of
their identities.
Racial and gender identity formation in positive relationships with white women
gardeners
Similar to the diverse student staff microclimates, the positive interactions and
impacts from engaging with a more competent white woman gardener created an
environment where the participants were freer to explore and form their identities. A
common thread among the participants was their reluctance to talk about their identity
when they first started college, but they all found their voice and confidence through the
positive relationships with their white women gardeners. Myron share about his holistic
identity formation in this way:
Right, so I think I’m more aware of who I am now. I’m definitely more open
about my identities. I’m able to have conversations with everyone about who I
am. It was very much like stepping on eggshells when I was having conversations
about my identity because I wasn’t certain about things in those conversations,
and now I am very open about who I am and how I present myself to people.
Joel shared how much having a positive relationship with his white woman
gardener in housing and residence life supported his racial and gender identity formation.
It was a much more positive and supportive environment, and I’m really thankful
for that. I think if I had stayed there and listened to the director of [the community
outreach office], I would have been much more undeveloped in terms of
leadership skills and undeveloped in terms of my identity and feeling like I need
to suppress those. Being in a place where I felt really comfortable with that and
really feel supported in that in my role at res life, it was great to have that. It was
like, “Oh, I’m coming home. To be able to feel open and free again.”
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The positive relationships, interactions, and impacts had an overall liberating
influence on the racial and gender identity formation of the participants. It created space
for the men to explore their multiple identities and how they intersect, instead of focusing
on solely their marginalization. The next section examines the interactions, impacts, and
responses when men of color student leaders have negative experiences with white
women supervisors and advisors.
Negative relationships with white women gardeners
Four of the eight participants in the study described having overtly negative
relationships with their white women gardeners (supervisors or advisors). The data
revealed three key negative interactions with their gardeners: alienation and invalidation,
policing behavior and the protection of whiteness, and neglect. The negative interactions
had the impact of feelings of isolation and inauthenticity for the participants. The
participants responded to the negative impacts by using their energy to employ resilience
strategies to maintain healthy identity formation.
Negative interactions with white women gardeners
Three themes emerged from the data related to negative interactions. The first
theme was alienation and invalidation, which stemmed from the white woman’s lack of
competency in either student learning and development or social justice and inclusion.
Isaiah had invalidating interactions with this supervisor and described a time
when he was asked to take on additional responsibilities but was never given the
additional title or pay that normally came with those duties.
So the year that I returned, she never gave anyone that title, but I was doing the
job. And I remember we were at our retreats, and of course we were doing oneon-ones at the retreat because she loved her one-on-ones, and she would ask me
why I didn’t do this, and why I didn’t do that in my one-on-one, she was kind of
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bagging on me. And I was like, that’s the responsibility of a lead connector, and I
was like, “you never gave me that title,” and her whole thing was like, “I
shouldn’t have to give you that title, blah blah blah.” So I still think back on that
conversation and wonder if she didn’t give me that title because she really did
want me to take the initiative… It’s not that I needed the title to do the work
because I already felt like I was doing the work; she was asking me why I didn’t
go above and beyond of what I was doing.
Isaiah felt like his supervisor did not validate his efforts or reward him the way she would
acknowledge other student leaders on staff.
Donald experienced alienation and invalidation that stemmed from his
supervisors’ lack of social justice and inclusion competency. Donald described his
interactions with his white woman supervisors as racially charged and alienating.
And my supervisor very well saw Black men as always trying to get over on
folks, trying to cheat the system, trying to exude one’s physical prowess to then
get where they desire. All the negative stereotypes, ratchet, all of those types of
things. And that was very much placed on me and how I did my job.
Donald’s supervisor imposed these negative racial stereotypes on him, which led to her
invalidating his efforts to grow as a leader and as a man of color. She also failed to
appropriately address gender equity, which furthered the alienation.
And then also, on a gender note, pushing my supervisors to expand her language
to be more inclusive because even those smaller things would invalidate residents.
My last year as an RA, I was over a floor that was a, what’s the word, it was a
living-learning community that was gender nonconforming… And you would
have my supervisor saying things like, “Hey you guys!” and even that smallest
thing language-wise invalidates folks.
As a student leader who was committed to social justice, it was invalidating to have his
supervisor come onto the gender inclusive floor and undo do the community development
that Donald had worked so hard to create.
Another negative interaction that emerged from that data was the policing of
behavior and the protection of whiteness. All four of the participants who had a negative
relationship with a white woman gardener talked about having their behaviors policed to
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conform to white, upper-class, heteronormative, patriarchical standards of
professionalism. Alex’s supervisor told him to find his voice and be more of
approachable during his mid-year evaluation. He was then very confused when in the
second semester his white woman supervisor told him he was speaking up too much.
And I think I remember asking for examples of like, how do I fix this? And so my
supervisor did give some feedback about that, but it was very general. Sometimes
I wonder if my white woman supervisor had been Latinx would the advice have
been different? Or if I would have received that feedback at all? So, I think at the
time I didn’t have this vocabulary, but it might have been somewhat tone policing
because later on, like months later, when I thought I had found my voice, I was
told I was too pushy and I was too much now. So then I was told I needed to work
on how I showed up in staff and my emotions and the energy I was bringing. And
I was even more confused because I thought I had fixed it by being more vocal
and all of those things, and so I feel like definitely more of a racial thing might
have been happening there or racial difference interaction.
Alex did his best grow from the feedback. He became more vocal about issues of
injustice he saw within the student leadership microclimate, which challenged the
protection of whiteness within the department. Instead of being affirmed for his growth,
Alex was constantly policed because his formation as a leader and as a Latinx man did
not conform to the white leadership norms.
Joel directly experienced policing of behavior and the protection of whiteness
when he was called in to have a meeting with the director of the community outreach
office (a white woman) after he expressed his discontent with his white woman
supervisor.
A day after that or two days after that, I went back to work, and I met with the
director … and she basically took the side of my supervisor and didn’t take the
time to listen to what I was saying, and she was saying things like, “You know it’s
in your contract, so of course you have to listen to her. It’s her role and her
position to be able to tell you guys what to do.” And that was like one experience,
and she was like, “You know you really messed up telling her that because her
feelings are hurt.” And I was like, “Well my feeling are hurt since day one of this
job!” … so that was, I think the two experiences that revealed to me I really need
to get out of here because my overall well-being. I was really questioning my
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leadership abilities and development in that role. And I was really questioning the
importance of my identities in that role because no one was able to talk like me or
converse or related to me in that role.
Joel felt like he was being punished for giving feedback and was warned about pushing
back against the positional power of his supervisor. The adherence to hierarchical
frameworks of leadership and positional power was an example of the protection of both
whiteness and patriarchy by white women gardeners. Joel’s supervisors policed him out
of a position where he was passionate about the work he was doing.
The third negative interaction theme that came out of the data was neglect, which
manifested in the contexts of student development and social justice. Donald worked for
the admissions office, where he did not experience overt racism, but there was also a
clear absence of support.
We act like we get along to make sure on the outside people see us in good light,
but at the end of the day I don’t “eff” with you, and I’m really not here to support
you. Which is counterproductive to what the positions were. Supervisors were
suppose to develop their employees, to develop their students … that’s been my
interactions, I haven’t been sponsored, mentored, and developed by my white
women supervisors.
Isaiah’s supervisor had high expectations of her students but neglected to provide
leadership development. Isaiah shared about a summer role where he was expected to do
many different duties without proper training.
So we were working with Boys State along with being orientation leaders. There
were just a lot of problems because there was no training for this, we were thrown
in it and not given much instruction, and she would expect us to have things done
or expect us to be places that none of us knew we needed to be … all you have to
do is tell us what to do, but she is the type of person, like she is so one in a
million, I can’t even describe her. Very intense, very “just figure it out,” no
excuses, like she does not take excuses … so even if you told her like, “you didn’t
tell us that,” she might combat it with, “Well, you should have known.” And you
never can win.
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Both Donald and Isaiah’s supervisors neglected to provide them the leadership
development and supervision they deserved, and Isaiah was punished for not meeting
unrealistic and unclear expectations.
All of the participants who had negative relationships with white women
gardeners felt like their supervisors and advisors neglected to have direct conversations
about racial and gender identity formation. Alex’s one-on-one meetings exemplified the
experiences of many of the participants.
I think a lot of our conversations were business. So talk about how are you
programs going? How can I help you with your programs? How are you thinking
about social justice in your programming? How are you managing your time?
Things like that were more what our conversations revolved around. And how are
you residents doing? What issues are coming up in the community? How is your
community doing as a whole? Those were kind of what our conversations were all
about. Um, so, I’d say pretty infrequently outside of training time would we
explicitly be discussing gender or race.
The white women supervisors and advisors would prioritize discussing job
responsibilities and other aspects of the participant’s life but would not bring up the
topics of race, gender, or identity. All four of the participants who had negative
relationships with their white women gardeners felt neglected in their racial and gender
identity formation. Neglecting to create space for dialogue about race and gender, as well
as the other negative interactions, led to negative impacts on the participants’ racial and
gender identity formation.
Impacts of negative interactions with white women gardeners
Two primary themes that emerged from the data related to impact from the
negative interactions with white women gardeners were feelings of isolation and
inauthenticity. Joel felt isolated in his context with two white women supervisors who
neglected to address identity.
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I felt like it was more difficult to grow in my role as center manager for the
[Center] just because I didn’t have anyone that I feel like I could relate to, just
because one, I was working as the only male-identifying student there, but also
because I was the only Hispanic/Latino-identifying student there as well. So I
didn’t feel like I had any supervisors that I could relate to with concerns or
questions I had about things that I didn’t have experience with before … I had a
very negative experience with my [Center] supervisors, in the sense that I had to
quit my job halfway through the position just because I didn’t feel supported in
that environment.
The negative interactions that the participants had with their white women supervisors
were so impactful that, like Joel, several of them completely disconnected and isolated
themselves from their supervisors and advisors as a form of protection.
The second negative impact theme that came out was inauthenticity. Alex shared
about how being policed impacted his authenticity.
A strategy that I would use was faking how, umm, maybe not how happy I was,
but faking, or like playing up positivity, especially after I received feedback in the
first semester about showing up negative and all of those things. I wasn’t always
bringing my authentic self in those one-on-one meetings or even to staff meetings
frankly because to me I thought, “Well I was being real at first in staff meeting so
if I keep getting the feedback that I am not showing up the way that they want me
to, than I am gonna need to be something that isn’t real.”
Donald also spoke very poignantly about showing up inauthentic as a form of survival.
So, very much feeling silenced, very well feeling policed in who I can be, and
trying to make it through the system by navigating the double consciousness of
entering in a whitened fashion, showing up as clean cut and all of those things to
be heard … I feel like I knew who I was. I felt like it impacted how I showed up
because I knew that it wasn’t ok to show up as a Black, Queer man in this space.
The participants showed up inauthentic with their white women supervisors as a way to
navigate the policing of their behaviors. They learned that performing white,
patriarchical, upper-class, heteronormative professionalism would allow them to survive,
but they also lost a piece of their identity in the process.
This inauthentic performance limited their ability to fully engage their identity
formation as men of color. Alex spoke directly to this:
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Well, I think it might have stunted my growth as a Latinx man because if I wasn’t
able to authentically show up all of the time with my supervisor, then I really
missed out on opportunities to unpack my identities and to really talk through the
really tough things I was going through. So it stunted me there.
The interactions that the participants had with less competent white women gardeners had
lasting negative impacts on their racial and gender identity formation. In spite of these
negative impacts, the participants still found ways to further their growth as men of color.
Resilience as a response to negative impact
The participants exhibited resilience strategies in the face of the negative
interactions that they experienced with their white women supervisors and advisors.
Donald voiced this very clearly in his interview, “I didn’t get anything positive. I guess if
I look back, I learned a lot about the strength I have in myself and the work that I can do.
But I never positively got anything out of my supervisor.” The central theme of resilience
manifested in the data, and several resilience strategies subthemes also emerged: being
calculated and playing the game, seeking people of color for support, and challenging
systems. Each form of resilience empowered the participants to further their racial and
gender identity formation in positive ways.
The participants began to be more calculated about how and why they interacted
with their white women supervisors and advisors once the understood they were in a
negative relationship. When asked how he would describe his relationships with his
supervisor, Alex answered:
Yeah, I would describe it as political. And I used that word because I think I was
very strategic and calculated in how I showed up in one-on-one meetings with
them and approached them during staff meetings and such for a lot of reasons. I
think for me, I was just so afraid of losing my job, and there was much fear.
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Alex wanted to speak more directly with his supervisor and have authentic conversations
about the climate of the staff and his growth as a student leader, but he was constantly
calculating if it was a battle worth fighting.
I was never able to get to the point where I could have that conversation because I
remember that I am lower SES, I am a man of color, and at the end of the day, I
need this job to be in school, and I don’t want to become a statistic. These were
the things that were running through my mind at the time. So I was determined to
stay in school. So I somehow equated discussing this really difficult issue or this
racial divide with my supervisor to endangering my own education. And I chose
to not endanger my own education and just kind of sit with that tension and
awkwardness for the rest of the experience.
Like Alex, many of the participants learned to make calculated risks based on
their personal growth and their financial survival. How the participants showed resilience
was grounded in these calculations, which happened in the moment and over longer
periods of reflection.
As the participants in the study were calculating how to engage their white
women supervisor, they also learned how to play the game so they could survive and
grow in their different student leadership contexts. Isaiah shared:
So playing the game for me was, like, it’s like when I first learned how to still just
be cordial and respectful—I’m always respectful—but like how to be cordial with
people that I don’t like, because you need to keep them in your pocket, or you
need to stay on their good side, or you might need them later. So how to navigate
through conflicts without burning bridges ... but it also allowed me to realize, at
what point does it not matter, do I not care about burning that bridge? Because
how I feel is more important.
Isaiah described how he learned to strategically take on white professionalism to get what
he needed.
I learned how to speak up for myself, and I learned how to do it in a way that
would make people listen. I knew how to communicate, I knew how to type up an
email, how to write a letter, when I get someone on the phone, how to talk to
them. And I think that’s definitely something that’s developed over time; I can’t
say that I would have been able to do that well in high school. Because you know
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how like going against administration or people in power, you have to do it in a
way that’s respectable but still gets your point across.
It was difficult at times for the participants to survive in the system and still stay true to
their identities, but being calculated and playing the game was necessary.
Whenever possible the participants would seek support from people of color as a
form of resilience, which differed depending on their institutional climate and student
leadership microclimates. Alex had access to more professionals and peers of color in his
department and went to them to support his racial and gender identity formation.
I think I had more chances to do that with other supervisors, like with the graduate
assistants who were not my white woman supervisor. I think I kind of went to
them more frequently with conversations about my racial identity development,
and because they identified as people of color, I think I had more trust with them
too from the get-go.
Donald was surrounded by whiteness in his student leadership roles, so he
actively sought out people of color administrators.
Honestly, to be real, it was leaning on people of color. And looking up to select
POC administrators to then mentor me and show me and allow me to keep
motivated. Like alright, they went through it, they know the potential that I have,
and they’re encouraging me every day. That alone kind of allowed me to be the
interrogative, critical, radical person that I am and from there be able to use that
anger and that radicalness to positively affect and make change within the
community.
People of color administrators had a profound impact on Donald’s racial and gender
identity formation. They helped him turn the anger he carried from the oppressive
contexts he occupied into positive energy for change.
The last form of resistance that emerged from the data was challenging the
system. The participants challenged the system when they felt like their integrity and
well-being were in jeopardy. They calculated consequences and knew how to play the
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game well enough to move forward. Isaiah shared how he challenged his supervisor
about the award nominee selection process and took it all the way to the dean.
And I was the first student who ever went, I won’t say against administration, but
regarding elections and just [former supervisor] as a person, I was the first student
to ever call her out. No one ever would because we used to always joke that she’s
the real president of the university because she really did, when I was in school,
have that much pull. But I just wasn’t ok taking that lick, and so I had to. I was
like, “it’s my senior year, I’m not about to take this, I’m going to just do it, and
either way, I graduate in May,” you know? As long as she couldn’t affect me
academically, I was going balls to the wall. If she was my department head, I
probably wouldn’t jeopardize my degree, but I was like, “oh, this is purely
unrelated to my academics, so regardless of what happens here, as long as I don’t
break any laws, I’m going to still get my degree,” so that’s what kind of gave me
the strength to just go and say how I felt.
Isaiah was clear that he would not put his academic career on the line, but he felt like
challenging his supervisor who had a great deal of social capital was a fight he need to
take on for his personal integrity and well-being.
Half of the participants in the study had negative relationships with their white
women supervisors and advisors. Those relationships had the negative interactions and
impacts for the participants, but they also showed resilience to maintain positive racial
and gender identity formation.
Relationships with white women gardener summary
The participants in the study engaged in positive or negative relationships with
their white women supervisor and advisors. The white women gardeners’ competency
levels in social justice and inclusion and student learning and development had the most
significant impact on the participants’ racial and gender identity formation. Higher levels
of competence generally led to the positive impacts of feeling a sense of belonging and
authenticity. Lower levels of competence generally had the negative impacts of the
participants feeling isolated and inauthentic. Ultimately the participants maintained their
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racial and gender identity formation through shifting their energy between growth and
resilience.
The findings section detailed the most significant interactions and impacts the
participants experienced while in their student leadership roles. All of the participants
navigated both their institutional climate and multiple student leadership microclimates.
Within those microclimates, the participants engaged with their white women gardeners,
particularly in the settings of one-on-one meetings that often happened weekly. All of the
participants were able to further their racial and gender identity formation by employing
different strategies for resilience and growth. The next section synthesizes the findings of
this study and presents a visual model for the grounded theory that emerged from the
data. It explores how the different climates, microclimates and relationships impacted the
racial and gender identity formation of the men of color student leaders.
The Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders
The Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders emerged
from analyzing the data of the eight participants who were interviewed for this study.
Ecological models describe how individuals are connected to other individuals and how
all are impacted by the environment. Figure 5 is a visual depiction of the multiple types
of situated climates, microclimates, and relationships men of color student leaders
navigated to maintain their racial and gender identity formation. While each participant in
this study had their own constellation of positive and negative interactions and impacts,
all of the participants responded with resilience and growth towards the formation of their
racial and gender identities. This section synthesizes the findings of the study into a more
cohesive model, which is consistent with Grounded Theory methodology.
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Figure 5. Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders
Institutional climate
The institutional climate was the broadest context that impacted the men of color
student leaders’ racial and gender identity formation. Several factors defined the
institutional climate, but the racial diversity of the student body was the most relevant
institutional factor impacting racial and gender identity formation. Institutional climates
change very slowly; therefore, they remained consistent throughout the participants’
undergraduate careers. The two institutional climates types were racially diverse
institutional climates and predominately white institutional climates.
Racially diverse institutional climates were defined as institutions with less than a
50% white student population. The participants who attended these schools described
interactions of having more organic conversations about identity, including race and
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gender, as well as having more access to people of color (staff, faculty, and peers). These
interactions led to feeling a strong sense of belonging and support on campus, which
allowed the participants more freedom to explore their racial and gender identities.
Predominately white institutional climates were defined as institutions where
white students made up more than 50% of the student population. The participants who
attended these schools described interactions of being tokenized by faculty,
administrators, and peers; experiencing both racial microaggressions and more overt acts
of racism; and an absence of conversations about identity. These negative interactions led
to feelings of isolation and mistrust of the institution, which put restraints on the
participants as they were forming their racial and gender identities.
Student leadership microclimates
The participants in this study had multiple student leadership roles and belonged
to different student staffs and organizations, so while their institutional climate remained
consistent, the participants moved in and out of numerous student leadership
microclimates. The racial diversity of their peers and the related department’s
commitment to diversity and social justice were the most significant factors that shaped
the microclimates. Based upon the data, the microclimates were divided into diverse
student leader microclimates and homogenous student leader microclimates.
Diverse student leader microclimates were defined as student staffs or student
organizations that were racially diverse and had more gender equity, which often resulted
in more diversity across other identities like sexuality and socioeconomic class. In these
diverse microclimates, the participants had the positive interactions of engaging in critical
dialogues about identity and learning about social justice concepts. These dialogues were
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sometimes self-facilitated, but more often they were intentionally created by the
supervisor and department through departmental trainings and staff meetings. The diverse
student leadership microclimates had the impact of creating a strong sense of belonging
and support for the participants, which deepened the participants’ awareness and
knowledge about their racial and gender identities.
Homogenous student leader microclimates were defined as student staffs or
organizations that were both predominately white and predominately women. In these
microclimates, the participants experienced the centralizing of whiteness, protecting
whiteness, and racial microaggressions from their peers. These negative interactions
impacted the participants by making them feel isolated and silenced in the microclimate.
The homogenous microclimates slowed the racial and gender identity formation of the
participants because they expended more energy towards resistance strategies, like
seeking people of color for support and challenging systems to navigate their peers.
Relationships with white women gardeners
The participants, the white women gardeners (supervisors/advisors), and the
relationships between the two were all situated within the institutional climate and the
student leadership microclimates. The interactions that the participants and their
gardeners were having independently on the institutional and group levels influenced
supervisor/advisory relationships, and the supervisory/advisory relationship shaped the
way the men of color student leaders and their white women gardeners navigated the
different climates. The white woman gardener’s social justice and inclusion competency
level and her student learning and development competency level had the greatest impact
on the participants. The participants described their relationships with their white women
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gardeners as generally positively or negatively shaping their racial and gender identity
formation.
Positive relationships with white women gardeners occurred when the gardener
demonstrated high levels of competency in social justice and inclusion and in student
learning and development. The participants described four important positive
interactions. First, it was important to receive affirmation from their gardener about their
leadership development and identity formation experiences. Second, gardeners need to
challenge the participants to grow as student leaders and think more critically about their
racial and gender identities. Challenge and support is a foundational concept in student
affairs. The data from this study adds to this concept by demonstrating the pairing of
affirmation and challenging needs to include identity to be holistic and positively impact
men of color student leaders. White women gardeners providing leadership opportunities
and resources for the participants to grow both personally and professionally also had a
positive impact on their racial and gender identity formation. The new leadership
opportunities empowered the men to see themselves in leadership positions that they
never imagined for themselves and challenged them to lead from a place of identity that
they did not know was a place of strength.
Perhaps the most important positive interactions between the participants and
their white women gardeners were open dialogues about identity. The most positive
impact occurred when the dialogues focused on the experiences of both the participant
and the gardener and when the dialogues explored multiple identities within the
framework of privilege and oppression. This means that when talking about race, the
white woman supervisor could competently talk about her white privilege and
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authentically support the participant’s exploration of his racial identity and experiences of
racism. When talking about gender, the white women supervisor was willing to share the
times she experienced sexism and challenge the participant to explore his privilege as a
man. The dialogues about identity were not perfect; both the participants and their white
women gardeners made mistakes around their privilege, but the positive impact of their
other interactions created space for the authentic dialogues about accountability and
healing to happen.
These interactions with a highly competent gardener led to two positive impacts
for the participants. They felt a strong sense of belonging and felt like they could be
authentic with their supervisors. The interactions and impacts were cyclical and deepened
over time, so as the participant had more positive interactions with their gardener, they
were able to trust them more and tell them what they needed to grow or when they had
been hurt. These moments of voice and resilience led to more dialogue about identity and
affirmation, which deepened trust and belonging. Ultimately these positive interactions
and impacts accelerated the racial and gender identity formation of the participants.
Negative relationships with white women gardeners occurred when the gardener
demonstrated low levels of competency in social justice and inclusion and in student
learning and development. The participants described three significant interactions that
led to negative impacts. The participants experienced alienation and invalidation from
their white women gardeners. This occurred when the gardeners did not acknowledge the
participants’ development as leaders and when the gardeners committed racial
microaggressions against the participants. The policing of behavior and the protection of
whiteness was another very detrimental theme between the participants and their white
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women gardeners. The participants were expected to fit white, upper-class, patriarchical,
heteronormative molds of leadership and professionalism and were chastised for
expressing their racial and gender identity in their leadership. The participants also faced
negative consequences whenever they pushed back against their supervisors’ and
advisors’ racist stereotypes about men of color and saw how other white women
professionals and the institution protected the white women gardeners.
The first two negative interactions were actively harmful to the racial and gender
identity formation of men of color student leaders. Neglect showed up as a passive
interaction that stunted the identity formation of the participants. The white women
gardeners neglected to adequately train and supervise some of the participants but still
expected participants to perform at high levels. These unrealistic expectations were
detrimental to the participants’ leadership development and caused self-doubt. White
women gardeners also neglected to engage in meaningful conversations about race and
gender, even when the men intentionally brought up identity. This kind of neglect created
a void for the men of color student leaders as they were trying to develop holistically.
Neglect was defined as the absence of holistic developmental opportunities for the
participants.
The negative interactions with white women gardeners led to feelings of isolation
and inauthenticity for the participants. They intentionally restricted parts of their
identities, emotions, and needs as a form of survival to keep their student leadership
positions. This forced performance with the white woman gardeners made it more
difficult for the participants to explore their authentic selves and form healthy racial and
gender identities, but the participants still showed resilience.
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The participants demonstrated a set of resilience strategies to ensure their healthy
racial and gender identity formation. First, the participants learned to be calculated with
their white women gardeners (and with their institutions and peers). They calculated
which battles to fight, how much they were willing to sacrifice to keep the benefits of the
leadership position, and when to leave the position for their own well-being. The
participants also learned to play the game, which meant learning different strategies of
white, heteronormative, upper-class, patriarchal professionalism to navigate the
expectations of their white women gardeners (and the systems they protected) and get the
resources they needed without burning bridges. The participants also strategically sought
out people of color (other students, student affairs professionals, administrators, faculty)
to support their racial and gender identity formation. Finally, the participants used
calculations, strategies, and support from communities of color to challenge the system.
They found ways, even when they knew there would be negative consequences, to push
back on their white women supervisors and advisors because it would be empowering
and healthy for their personal growth as a man of color and as a student leaders.
The Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders summary
The Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders that emerged
from the data illustrates how the constellation of institutional climate, student leadership
microclimates, and relationships with white women gardeners impact men of color
student leaders and their racial and gender identity formation. The key sites for these
interactions and impacts were departmental trainings that were held at the beginning of
each semester, weekly staff/student organization meetings, and one-on-one meetings
between the man of color student leader and his white woman supervisors/advisors.
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Broadly, men of color student leaders needed to use fewer strategies of resilience
and were able to focus their energy on forming healthy racial and gender identities when
they were in diverse environments that valued that diversity and had regular open
dialogues about identity. Conversely, men of color student leaders needed to use more
strategies of resilience to maintain healthy racial and gender identity formation when they
were in predominately white and homogeneous environments that showed little value for
diversity and lacked open dialogue about identity. These resilience strategies often took
energy away from intentional identity exploration.
White women supervisors’ and advisors’ levels of competency in social justice
and inclusion and student learning and development had the greatest impact on the
participants. Men of color student leaders were able to explore their racial and gender
identities and form healthier identities when they had more competent white women
supervisors and advisors. The less competent white women supervisors and advisors
caused more negative impacts on the men of color, forcing them to put energy into
resilience strategies rather than focusing on their identity formation.
Lastly, the data revealed that men of color student leaders focus on their racial
identity more in the predominately white, homogeneous, and negative relationship
climates where they are more likely to experience racial microaggressions and overt acts
of racism. In the more diverse and positive relationship climates, men of color student
leaders were more able to explore their masculinity and the ways male privilege
manifested in their lives. As men of color student leaders felt a stronger sense of
belonging and had their racial identities validated, they had more mental and emotional
space to explore their other identities.
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This section presented the findings from the eight participant interviews and the
Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders that emerged from the
data. The methodology for this study blended Constructivist Grounded Theory with
Participatory Action Research to analyze the data and develop the model. The next
section examines how engaging in the Participatory Action Research approach impacted
the research collective (RC) as men of color scholars.
Participatory Action Research Approach Impact on the Research Collective
The Participatory Action Research approach used in this study was done in a
spirit of inquiry that was authentic to the experiences of the co-researchers and
participants, utilized their lived experiences and ways of knowing, produced new
knowledge, and worked towards transforming the unique challenges the co-researchers
and participants faced in their daily lives. This section addresses the third research
question of the study: for the RC, how did engaging in a Participatory Action Research
approach impact the three co-researchers’ views about their own racial and gender
identity formation?
The RC was comprised of two master’s-level graduate students, Matt NazarioMiller and Samuel (Sam) Nieto, and me, a doctoral student. We all identified as Latinx
men but from different ethnic backgrounds and with different immigrant histories. Over
the course of seven months, we met over video chat and in person to develop research
skills, discuss data, build the theoretical model, and form community with each other.
Collectively, we created the Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student
Leaders. The research journey shaped us in many different ways, and I have deep
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appreciation for the time and energy Matt and Sam dedicated to this study. I am a better
researcher and a more grounded Chicano man because of their partnership.
This section begins with personal profiles written by Matt and Sam to provide
their backgrounds and personal reasons for joining this project. Next, I use data collected
during the RC research process to provide key themes about the ways we were impacted
by the study. I close with a discussion about the action we are taking as a RC to share the
research with student affairs professionals.
Co-Researcher Profiles
Matt Nazario-Miller, Seattle University
A higher education practitioner located in Seattle, Washington, Matt works in
university marketing communications specializing in digital media strategy. Born and
raised in the San Francisco Bay area, he attended the University of San Francisco and
received his B.A. in media studies. Along the way, Matt gained leadership skills from
several opportunities, including learning communities, residence life, student media
production, student choirs, and university marketing. Following his undergraduate
experience, he moved to Seattle to earn a postgraduate education to pursue careers in
higher education and student affairs. Assistantship and internship experiences during his
time in the graduate program include residence life, NASPA’s Technology Knowledge
Community and The Placement Exchange, and international student services. In June
2017, Matt will receive his M.Ed. in student development administration from Seattle
University. Throughout the process of assisting this research effort, Matt has worked
professionally as a social media marketing specialist at Seattle University.
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As a Latinx cisgender male with several experiences in student leadership as an
undergraduate, Matt was drawn to this research study because of the potential for impact
the results might have on student leaders like him and white women practitioner
colleagues. This research serves to make a positive contribution to the field and has the
potential to increase the richness of the experiences belonging to men of color in higher
education. In addition, assisting with this research offers useful tools to white women in
higher education and student affairs wishing to practice multicultural competency when
developing the racial and gender identities of their men of color student leaders. The
value of this research on both personal and professional levels dovetails with Matt’s
value on identity inclusion and social justice in student affairs. By adding his voice to the
research process, he hopes this body of research makes a positive difference for the
identity development of students and practitioners alike.
Samuel Nieto, California State, Fullerton
As a native of Southern California, Samuel attended California Polytechnic
University, Pomona, where he received a B.A. in gender, ethnicity and multicultural
studies. Throughout his academic career, Samuel has developed a diverse set of skills that
range from leadership positions he has held in learning communities, internships,
residence life, transfer centers, and university programs. As a product of the community
college system, Samuel has dedicated his work to better understand institutions and
programming to place students in the best positions to succeed. He has also done work in
local communities to bridge the gaps between gentrification and higher education.
Samuel is on track to graduate in May 2018 with a M.S. in higher education from
California State University, Fullerton. During his time on this RC, he has been involved
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in community outreach efforts for higher education for his hometown and has served as a
graduate assistant in the Office of the Vice President for Student Affairs. Samuel was
drawn to this research as a learning experience to better understand his own experience
and path to working in higher education.
Samuel’s experience working in higher education compelled him to be a part of
this research to help enhance relationships with cisgender males, students of color, and
white women practitioners. By being a part of this research, he hopes to make an impact
on the future of student development in the personal and professional roles student
leaders have on campus. Due to the trajectory of his academic success, Samuel credits
much of his accomplishments to those who helped him succeed. He hopes this research
will make a positive mark on the relationships student leaders and practitioners share. In
addition, Samuel has gained a strong understanding of himself and other students of color
who have been part of this research. From that, applicable tools have been developed to
better assist white women in higher education in understanding their student leaders as
well as to help male students of color fortify their racial and gender identities to succeed.
By assisting in this research, Samuel hopes his contribution will help this body of
research create real, applicable traits for the relationship of white women in higher
education and the development of identities for male students of color.
Findings
The research collective met 17 times over a six-month period. We primarily used
video chat technology but also had the opportunity to meet in person for eight hours over
three days during the NASPA Western Regional conference. Throughout the research
process, we used “6-word story” reflections, individual research journals, and research
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collective reflection meetings to track our development as men of color and as
researchers. Two major themes resulted from an analysis of these reflection documents.
Engaging with white women
All three of the co-researchers mentioned that engaging in the research process
heightened our awareness when working with white women. The negative experiences
the participants had with their white women gardeners echoed some of our personal
experiences with white women co-workers and supervisors. The research process made
us more conscious of the ways white privilege manifested in our work settings and made
us more cautious around our white women colleagues. At the same time, the positive
experiences of our participants made us more open to working with white women. We
were able to identify the positive interactions between men of color and white women
from our model and connect them to our professional and academic relationships with
white women. Sam shared how this impacted his relationship with his advisor, who is an
older white woman.
When I first started, I would never respond to her emails, and I wouldn’t confront
her in class. I just felt like she was just a teacher, but learning about this and the
examples we got from the interviews, I realized, “hey, like I can talk to white
women, and now I’m just cool with it, and I don't have anxiety.”
We found ourselves assessing how our white women colleagues engaged us around race
and gender through the lens of our theoretical model, which helped us better navigate our
current professional and academic contexts.
The RC also dissected the intricacies of our relationships as men of color with
white women. There was a tension for us between empathizing with white women’s
experiences and not wanting whiteness to dominate or silence us as men of color. This
also challenged us to reflect more on our male privilege and how our different
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masculinities impacted our relationships. I shared my experience developing rapport with
a white woman colleague and the often unspoken negotiations occurring between us.
With my co-director, who is a white woman, there was a period where she was
trying to figure me out. She was probably thinking, “okay, you’re a straight
cisgender man, can you talk about sexism? Can you talk about homophobia? Are
you going to have my back?” And I was thinking, “well, are you going to have
my back around race?” There has to be some kind of negotiation that happens,
and I think we still have to give each other a chance and grace in the relationship.
Through our reflection process, the RC realized how often these unspoken negotiations
were happening with our white women colleagues. Over time, we were better able to
identify and address the miscommunications with our white women colleagues and
engage in more mutual support and grace within those relationships.
Researcher identity
The most significant impact of the PAR approach on the co-researchers was the
process of “academic researcher” becoming a meaningful part of our identities as men of
color. Sam spoke about the process in this way:
I think with doing research, mostly because I never grew up with doing so much
research in the household and doing research now, I kind of reinvented my racial
identity. I still identify as Latino or Mexican American, but you know there’s a
disconnect when it comes to doing this research with the people I grew up with,
and so for me, I still try to own that racial identity. But you know, working with
y’all, there’s people that look like me that are actually doing the same things I'm
doing. Even though I didn’t know that before, it’s definitely helped me code
switch with my own racial identity.
As men of color, as Latinx men, we were socialized to believe we were not intelligent
enough to become academic researchers. We rarely saw men who looked like us doing
research, and it was not a regular part of our upbringing. Integrating this new identity of
academic researcher was a process of undoing many years of internalized racism, but
over time we learned to embrace our intelligence as part of our racial identity.
Throughout the research process, we affirmed our “enoughness” to produce rigorous
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research. We also started to think about our research agendas. Matt was exploring what
kind of role he wants to take on as a researcher in the profession.
There is still a lot of work to do around machismo and talks about masculinity for
men of color. It’s very complicated and rooted from everyone’s upbringing and
cultural backgrounds and all of those things. I’m wondering in the future what my
role is since I do feel so strong in my own gender identity and my awareness of,
you know, how other folks might identify with gender. How do I use that as a
reference point talking to other Latinx folks, other Latinx men who haven’t really
had that conversation before?
The three of us are committed and empowered to continue this research with each other.
We each plan to take the findings in different directions but feel grounded in our research
community.
As we supported each other in becoming scholars, we were also better able to
identify the disconnection we have felt from our families throughout our careers in higher
education. Sam’s parents are immigrants and have little formal education. Matt’s parents
had a nontraditional education experience, and he is the first in his family to attend
graduate school. Both of my parents completed their bachelor’s degrees, and my dad has
a law degree. Our extended family members all have varying levels of formal education
but few have graduate degrees. Our paths in formal education look very different from
many of the people we love the most, and we cannot always talk to our families about the
academic work we have done. This does not mean in any way that our families are not
intelligent enough understand the work we are doing. We all recognize the intelligence
and brilliance of our family members. The disconnection we feel between our families
and ourselves is an example of how whiteness, patriarchy, and classism are embedded in
academia. Traditional academia is predicated on individualism and elitism that contends
formal education is the only path to intelligence. As a Latinx men RC, we did our best to
push back on traditional academia. Sam named it in this way:
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So, I feel like us being a part of this research and a part of this institution of
research, it’s like we’re kind of being radical in our own sense, like you said,
because now we’re synthesizing all our identities, and hopefully we can still relate
to those other identities and people, like your brother, my dad, and like my
cousins.
As a RC, we intentionally used the study as a means to break down some of the academic
barriers and build bridges between our families and ourselves.
Action research
A foundational piece of the PAR approach is to put the findings of the study into
action and share the authentic voices of the participants. As a RC, Matt, Sam, and I had
the opportunity to present the initial findings of our study and our Ecological Resiliency
Model for Men of Color Student Leaders at the 2017 NASPA Annual Conference in San
Antonio, Texas. Over the course of two and half months, we developed the presentation
outline and slides (Appendix G) through our shared Google Drive. The goals for the
presentation were to share our findings with student affairs professionals and students and
to provide Matt and Sam the professional opportunity to present at a national conference.
We had 27 people in attendance with a cross section of graduate students, entrylevel professionals, mid-level professionals, and senior leadership. The audience was also
diverse across racial and gender identities. We received very positive feedback about our
research and the model we developed. One white woman in the audience shared that she
was emotionally disturbed by what some of the participants in the study experienced with
their white women supervisors. Several men of color student affairs professionals shared
that they would like to see the model expanded to explore their experiences as
professionals being supervised by white women in senior leadership roles in student
affairs. One of the most powerful comments came early in the presentation when we
asked, “what brought you to this session?” A graduate student who identified as a Latinx
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man shared that the topic and the names of the presenters brought him to our session. He
stated that he rarely sees Latinx men doing research and wanted to see it role modeled for
him so he could do it too. We hope this will be the first of many presentations and
trainings we will facilitate as a research collective about our research.
In this chapter, I presented the findings from the eight participant interviews and
the Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders that emerged from
that data. I explored how engaging in the PAR process shaped both the research
collective and the development of our model, and I discussed our efforts to present our
findings to the field of student affairs. The next chapter discusses implications of the
study and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION
I begin this chapter with a summary of the context and purpose of the study. I
then discuss how the use of Participatory Action Research (PAR) as an approach
impacted the study and facilitated the development of a new methodology. I spend the
bulk of this chapter discussing how the key findings and the emergent model presented in
Chapter IV relate to previous research and their implications for the field of student
affairs. I close the chapter with voices of the participants offering recommendations for
future men of color student leaders.
Study Summary
Men of color experience racial microaggressions from peers, faculty, and staff
while navigating institutional racism in higher education. These daily experiences of
isolation and invalidation create adverse campus environments that often lead to men of
color dropping out of higher education (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001; Solorzano, Ceja, &
Yosso, 2000). Men of color can greatly benefit from holding student leadership positions
because they have the potential to increase feelings of belonging and provide greater
connectedness to campus resources, which increases retention and graduation rates
(Harper, 2009; Saenz & Ponjuan, 2011; Strayhorn, 2010). However, for a Critical Race
Theory (CRT) and a LatCrit Theory lens to be effective (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001;
Solorzano et al., 2000), these opportunities must centralize the intentional exploration of
race, gender, and other social group identities as a means to combat the impact of racism
and other forms of oppression that occur on individual and institutional levels. Men of
color student leaders need spaces to reflect on their identities and make meaning of their
experiences on campus. These healthy counter-spaces provide both healing and
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accountability, challenge the internalizing of racist messages, and challenge the
internalizing of male dominance. The need for intentional reflection spaces for men of
color student leaders raises an important question: who is creating these spaces?
Student affairs as a profession continues to lack racial and gender diversity, and
white women are overrepresented in entry-level and direct student contact positions. The
two largest national higher education student affairs professional organizations are
NASPA and ACPA. Based on demographic information available from both of them,
more than half (58%) of members identify as women, and 49% of NASPA membership
and 72% of ACPA membership identify as white (A. Ponda, personal communication,
November 19, 2015; A. Wesaw, personal communication, September 25, 2015).
Although the membership demographic information from both organizations is limited, it
does show that white women make up one of the largest groups of student affairs
professionals. White women in entry-level and direct student contact positions have the
responsibility to supervise, advise, and engage college students as they explore their
holistic development, which includes identity development. The statistical
overrepresentation of white women in the field must be contextualized within student
affairs professional preparation programs. Most student affairs professionals attend
graduate programs in which they learn student development, leadership theory, and
organizational change theory, but often from colorblind and gender-blind frameworks
that do not explicitly discuss or integrate racial or gender identity development in the
context of systems of power, privilege, and oppression (Bondi, 2012). Linder et al. (2015)
found that many faculty in these programs struggle to facilitate meaningful conversations
about race and gender. Robbins and Jones (2016) found that white women who do
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develop awareness around race often still lack the courage to engage in critical
conversations about race. As a result, many student affairs professionals, particularly
white women, may not be adequately prepared in their awareness, knowledge, and skill
levels to address the unique needs of men of color student leaders.
Being involved on campus can help students develop a deeper sense of personal
identity, connection to the campus community, and build leadership skills that prepare
them for life after college (Astin, 1984; Harper, 2009). It is also well documented that
men of color navigate race and racism in those leadership settings and in other places on
campus (Harper et al., 2011; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). What is not known are the
experiences of men of color student leaders in supervisory and advisory relationships
with white women. We do not know how men of color successfully navigate
predominately white female educational spaces that are still deeply rooted in patriarchy
and racism or the ways white women supervisors and advisors promote and/or impede
the racial and gender identity formation of men of color student leaders.
Purpose of the study
The purpose of this study is to engage men of color student leaders in collective
inquiry around the ways in which they understand, navigate, and form their racial and
gender identities in institutions of higher education, specifically in the area of student
affairs, where the majority of supervisors and advisors tend to be white women (A.
Ponda, personal communication, November 19, 2015; A. Wesaw, personal
communication, September 25, 2015). This study specifically focuses on three
dimensions: (a) understanding the nuances in positional and identity-based power
differentials between men of color student leaders and their white female supervisors and
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advisors, especially in terms of race and gender; (b) collectivizing around commonly
experienced realities that are often individually experienced and therefore ignored; and
(c) using collective inquiry, PAR, to highlight these experiences and to translate new
knowledge generated towards tangible changes. This type of approach has rarely been
used in the field of student affairs, especially with men of color student leaders. The use
of PAR intentionally invites men of color into community and pushes back against the
dominant narrative that men of color in higher education are uncooperative and
disengaged.
Research questions
This study had three research questions:
1. How do men of color make sense of their racial and gender identity formation
during their undergraduate experiences in student leadership roles and
settings?
2. How do men of color student leaders in higher education describe their
experiences of racial and gender identity formation while being supervised
and/or advised by white women student affairs professionals?
3. For the research collective in the study, how does engaging in a Participatory
Action Research approach impact the co-researchers’ views about their racial
and gender identity formation?
Sample and research collective recruitment
This study used a purposeful sample selection process that was based in the PAR
approach and Constructivist Grounded Theory methodology. It used theory-based sample
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selection to develop a sample that could contribute to the theory development (Creswell,
2007). The criteria used to select participants of the study were:
•

They identify as a cisgender man and as a person of color.

•

They are currently either a graduate student in a student affairs in higher
education-type master’s program or have completed their graduate degree within
the last year and now work professionally in the field of student affairs.

•

They held a formal student leadership9 role during their undergraduate career that
lasted at least one academic year where a white woman either supervised or
advised them.

In addition to these criteria, the members of the research collective (RC) also had to
currently attend a graduate school within NASPA Western Region V and VI (Arizona,
California, Hawaii, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington) and be able to
attend the NASPA Western Regional Annual Conference.
The recruitment process resulted in a diverse sample of eight participants. Five of
the participants identified within the Latinx diaspora, two identified as Black/African
American, and one participant identified as multiethnic, Asian American, and Pacific
Islander. The participants were also diverse across multiple social group identities and
attended a wide range of institutional types in different geographic locations. The RC was
comprised of two master’s-level graduate students and me, a doctoral student. We all
identified as Latinx men but from different ethnic backgrounds and with different
immigrant histories.

9

Formal student leadership roles included but were not limited to resident advisor,
student government position, student activities student intern, admissions ambassador,
peer educator, etc.
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Data collection and analysis process
In this study, the data collection and data interpretation were ongoing and
simultaneous processes that occurred in six phases. Phase 1 was the formation of the
three-member RC through reading discussions, research skill building, and community
development as described in PAR methodology. In Phase 2, the RC interviewed the eight
participants over video chat using a semi-structured interview protocol. In Phase 3, the
RC completed the open coding of the individual interviews consistent with Constructivist
Grounded Theory (CGT) methodology. During Phase 4, the RC met in person to analyze
themes in the data and develop an initial theoretical model. Phase 5 was the refinement of
the emergent themes and the creation of the final theoretical model. In Phase 6, the RC
created interventions based on the findings of the data and the co-constructed model.
Discussion of the Methodology
This study intended to blend elements of CGT methodology with a PAR
approach. In reflecting on the research process of this study, a new methodology
emerged: Co-Constructivist Grounded Theory (C-CGT). Traditional grounded theory is
an inductive process used to construct theory from the experiences and stories of
individuals about an action or interaction in which they all participate (Creswell, 2007).
Charmaz (1996) pushed grounded theory further by adding a constructivist lens that
recognizes the multiple realities that exist within single interactions and invites the
researcher to explore the social contexts that surround the interactions. While CGT
embraces the multiple realities of participants, a single researcher still customarily does
the data analysis and creation of the model.
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Participatory Action Research is a collective investigation of a problem by the
researcher and the participants. It also relies heavily on the indigenous knowledge of the
participants to better understand the problem that is being studied. In PAR, the
participants become researchers and find empowerment through engaging in the
explication of their lives (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008). The PAR approach
substantially shifted the CGT research process by inviting the participants and coresearchers of this study into the creation of the theoretical model in more deliberate
ways, resulting in the C-CGT methodology.
In this C-CGT study, the co-researchers and participants all shared the experience
of being supervised or advised by white women student affairs professionals at some
point in our higher education careers. This allowed for the indigenous knowledge of both
the participants and the RC to be used to develop the Ecological Model of Resiliency for
Men of Color Student Leaders. Although the participants and the co-researchers
experienced this phenomenon in different contexts and at different times, CGT’s
acknowledgement of the multiple contexts, realities, and complex hierarchies of power
surrounding a shared interaction legitimized the joining of the participants’ narratives
with the lived experiences of the co-researchers (Charmaz, 1996). Participatory Action
Research calls for a collective exploration of a problem, so combining the participants’
narratives with the co-researchers’ experiences added to the richness of the data because
the multiple realities and contexts of each person involved provided unique perspectives
and nuances to the emergent theory.
The co-researchers followed CGT practices by conducting interviews, writing
memos and research journals, and conducting multiple rounds of coding to develop an
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emergent theory. We also had regular RC meetings in which we discussed our memos,
research journals, and data and how our personal experiences with white women student
affairs professionals compared to the data. In the C-CGT process, we, as co-researchers,
were mindful to view our personal experiences with the phenomenon as supplementary to
the participant data. One of the biggest advantages of the RC was having multiple voices
who had differing experiences with the phenomenon, ensuring the development of the
model was consistent with the data. This helped to reduce researcher bias and improved
the integrity of the research process.
Conceptually, C-CGT has four principles. First, it is grounded in the voices of
participant-researchers from marginalized communities to collectively interrogate
systems of oppression. Second, it honors indigenous knowledge as a primary source to
create critical theoretical models about an action or interaction in which the participants
all share. Third, it explores the multiple realities that exist within single interactions and
invites the researchers to explore the social contexts and the complex hierarchies of
power and privilege that surround the interactions. Fourth, C-CGT intentionally utilizes
the creation of critical theoretical models to provide counter-narratives about systemic
oppression and create strategies for social change.
One of the challenges for this C-CGT study was not being located in the same
physical context and being forced to use video chat for the interviews and the RC
meetings. This resulted in a small RC (three people) and fewer interactions with the
participants. Although we were able to use the distance to our advantage and diversify
our sample across institution type, for future applications and development of C-CGT it
would be more advantageous to have the participant-researchers more localized. Ideally
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the participant-researcher group would be eight to ten people, which would facilitate
more active engagement. An in-person RC formation process would allow the group to
develop stronger team dynamics throughout the research process and create more robust
conversations about coding data and the creation of the emergent model. Lastly, a more
localized research group would be better situated to create direct actions based off the
findings and tailor the interventions to a specific context to create sustainable change.
Discussion of the Findings
Constructivist grounded theory challenges the researcher to honor the individual
narratives of the participants and allow a collective storyline to emerge from the data.
The participants’ diverse experiences challenged the RC in this study to look beyond how
men of color student leaders moved through different stages of racial and gender identity
formation with their white women supervisors and advisors. The participant’s narratives
revealed a much broader experience, and the Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of
Color Student Leaders emerged. This section opens with an overview of several broad
implications from the ecological model. I then examine the effects of being situated
within multiple layered climates for men of color student leaders. I close this section by
discussing the strategies and attributes for white women supervisors and advisors to
better support the racial and gender identity of men of color student leaders.
Implications of the Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders
Two overarching implications arose from the development of the ecological
model from in this study. First, the climates, microclimates, and relationships within the
model function as continuums rather than dichotomies. Second, the study revealed new
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information about the positive interactions that happen in more diverse spaces. These two
broad implications frame the findings discussed later in this chapter.
Continuums
Figure 5 on page 150 is a visual representation of the multiple climates and
relationships that men of color student leaders navigate as they form their racial and
gender identity in college. The climates and relationships are presented dichotomously in
the theory to help distinguish between the different types. In practice, the different types
of climates and relationships should be thought of as continuums. For example, a white
woman gardener is not either competent or not competent in social justice and inclusion
or in student learning and development. She has different levels of competency in each
and engages in a mix of positive and negative interactions with the men of color she
oversees. As a result, the men of color experience a range of positive and negative
impacts on their racial and gender identity formation.
The institutional climate was the broadest context that impacted the men of color
student leaders’ racial and gender identity formation, and racial diversity of the student
body was the most significant institutional factor. For the purpose of the study, the
institutional types were defined as predominately white institutional climates for
institutions that had more than 50 percent white students and racially diverse institutional
climates for institutions that had less than 50 percent white students on campus. Based on
the data, the student leadership microclimates were divided into homogenous student
leader microclimates and diverse student leader microclimates. The types of
microclimates were defined in a very similar way as the institutional climate types, but
with the addition of the gender demographics of the student staff. The experiences of the
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participants within the institutional climate and student leadership microclimates were
more complex and varied than these limited operational definitions. For example, within
the racially diverse institutional climate the participants experienced more positive
interactions when the school had 65 percent students of color versus just 54 percent.
Within both the institutional climate and the student leadership microclimate, the
participants tended to have more positive experiences when there were larger populations
of students who shared their racial and ethnic identities. Alex shared his experience:
And also for those who identified similarly in terms of race, it was nice to find
that community amongst affinity groups. Being able to build community and
share to discuss similar experiences of both marginalization and the wonderful
things that come with identifying as Latinx and our cultural crossovers and
upbringings. Simple things, like things we like to eat, and other things like that. It
was good to be with people who could understand where I was coming from and I
could understand where they were coming from. But also have the tough
conversations when maybe we don’t agree about something or our identities are
the same and yet we have different approaches to leadership or to social justice
issues.
These racial and ethnic affinity spaces created opportunities to engage in more
nuanced dialogues that challenged narrow definitions of their specific racial and ethnic
groups. It also opened up conversations about gender dynamics within those racial and
ethnic communities.
Another significant factor that defined the student leadership microclimates was
the sponsoring department’s commitment to diversity and social justice. Departmental
commitment to diversity and social justice very much functioned on a continuum that can
be likened to the white woman supervisor’s social justice and inclusion competency
(ACPA & NASPA, 2015). The participants described the department’s level of
commitment changing depending on the marginalized community, as well as changing
when it came to advocating for students, student staff, or professional staff. This is an
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area where I would like to conduct future research in two ways. First, I would like to
examine which functional areas (residence life, orientation, student government, etc.)
demonstrate the highest levels of commitment to diversity and social justice based on the
ACPA and NASPA professional competencies. Second, I would like to explore what
identities (race, gender, sexual orientation, socioeconomic class, etc.) departments are
most committed to through the lens of student experiences.
Positive interactions for change
Much of the previous research on students of color, specifically on men of color
in higher education, has focused on the negative interactions within campus climates. The
findings from this study within the predominately white and homogenous spaces were
consistent with past research. This study adds to the research about campus climate and
students of color by identifying positive climate interactions that support identity
development and the retention of men of color.
Many of the findings in this study corroborate previous research that explored the
ways students of color are impacted by institutional racism and racial microaggressions.
In the predominately white institutional climates, the participants described interactions
of being tokenized by faculty, administrators, and peers; experiencing both racial
microaggressions and more overt acts of racism; and an absence of conversations about
identity (College Board Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011;
Solorzano et al., 2000). Consistent with other findings, these negative interactions led to
feelings of isolation and mistrust of the institution, which sometimes shackled the
participants as they were forming their racial and gender identities (College Board
Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011; Strayhorn, 2008a,
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2008b). Similar to other studies, the participants in the homogenous student leader
microclimates experienced the centralizing of whiteness, protection of whiteness, and
racial microaggressions from their peers (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000; Solorzano et al.,
2000). These negative interactions impacted the participants by making them feel isolated
and silenced. Harper et al. (2011) examined the experiences of Black male resident
advisors and also found that navigating microaggressions and the protection of whiteness
reduced men of color’s sense of belonging with their peers. These microclimates slowed
the racial and gender identity formation of the participants because they had to use energy
employing resistance strategies, like seeking out people of color for support and
challenging systems to navigate working with their peers.
Unique to this study were the findings that within the racially diverse institutional
climates the participants described having more organic conversations about identity
(race, gender, and others) as well as the positive impacts of having more access to people
of color (staff, faculty, and peers). These interactions generally led to feeling a strong
sense of belonging and support on campus, which allowed the participants more freedom
to explore their racial and gender identities on the institutional level. In diverse student
leader microclimates, the participants had the positive interactions of engaging in critical
dialogues about identity and learning about social justice concepts. Similar to the impacts
found in Quaye and Harper's (2007) study exploring Black identity development in
identity-focused student organizations, the diverse student leadership microclimates
created a strong sense of belonging and support for the participants, which deepened their
awareness and knowledge about their racial and gender identities.
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Our study provides data about positive climates and relationships that can be used
to support the retention of men of color student leaders. The RC intentionally recruited
participants of diverse identities and experiences in hopes of including narratives of men
who attended racially diverse institutions, participated in diverse student leadership
microclimates, and had positive experiences with white women supervisors. The data
about the positive interactions and impacts from these contexts provided new insights
into promising practices when working with men of color and even other student leaders
from marginalized communities. These findings can assist student affairs professionals in
better understanding their locus of control and creating supportive student development
environments in student leadership microclimates and in supervisory/advisor
relationships.
The body of research describing the negative impacts of oppressive systems
within higher education continues to grow. It is vital to conduct research that interrogates
how underrepresented students are marginalized in new ways in higher education. It is
equally important to explore the ways institutions, on different levels, are creating more
positive climates for students of color, first-generation students, and other minoritized
communities. The findings from this study could be built upon in future research to
identify tangible interactions to better support the retention of marginalized students and
create new approaches for institutional change.
Multiple layered climates for men of color student leaders
We must first understand how men of color student leaders are impacted by their
multiple layered climates within an institution before we can explore how their racial and
gender identity formation is impacted by their supervisory and advisor relationship with
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white women. The development of an ecological model in this study has two important
implications. The first is the complex constellations of climates, microclimates, and
relationships that men of color student leaders navigate. Second is the cumulative effect
on identity development for men of color student leaders as they maneuver in and out of
multiple student leadership roles.
How constellations of climates impact identity formation
The Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders illustrates the
specific interactions and impacts men of color student leaders experience as they navigate
the contexts of institutional climate, student leadership microclimates, and their
relationships with white woman supervisors and advisors in student affairs. Previous
research focused on either the broad institutional climate (College Board Advocacy &
Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011; Solorzano et al., 2000) or specific
interactions within the student leadership context at predominately white institutions
(Harper et al., 2011; Quaye & Harper, 2007; Strayhorn, 2008a, 2008b). The findings
from our study add to the previous research by explicitly situating and linking the student
leadership microclimate and supervisor/advisor within the institutional climate. This
helps us better understand the cumulative impact that interacting with each layer
simultaneously has on the racial and gender identity formation of men of color student
leaders.
The participants were impacted by the institutional climate, their student
leadership microclimates, and their relationships with their white women supervisors and
advisors, but each context’s level of impact was different. Although the participants
interacted in the institutional climate on a daily basis, it had the least prominent impact
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because it was the broadest level. The participants interacted with their peers in the
microclimates through semesterly trainings, weekly staff meetings, and the daily work
setting. The microclimates were more significant for the participants than the institutional
climate because the interactions with their peers were frequent, sustained, and highly
interactive. For example, experiencing microaggression from a co-worker during training,
who they will co-plan multiple events with through the year, had a much deeper impact
than experiencing the same microaggression from a stranger in the cafeteria.
The relationship between the participants and their white women supervisors and
advisors (gardeners) had the most significant influence on the participant’s identity
formation. The participants interacted with their gardeners in semesterly trainings,
weekly staff meetings, in the daily work context, and in weekly one-on-one meetings.
Additionally, the consequences of positively or negatively engaging with their white
women gardeners were much higher than engaging their peers because of the gardeners’
positional power to evaluate job performance, make hiring decisions, and write letters of
recommendations for future employment. The frequency, depth of relationship, and
power differential of the interactions determined the significance of the impact within
each context for the participants.
The multiple nested climates and relationships impacting the racial and gender
identity formation of men of color student leaders are complex and form unique
constellations of interactions and impacts. The impact of each context is dependent on the
others, which is best understood through the ecological model lens. Figure 6 presents the
six different constellations of the institutional climates, student leadership microclimates,
and relationships with white women gardeners that emerged from the participants’

183
experiences. The constellations in Figure 6 are presented from the most nurturing to the
least nurturing.
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Figure 6. The six constellations of the participants’ experiences.
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Joel, Rob, and Oscar had the experience of having a positive relationship with
their white woman gardener, while being in a diverse student leadership microclimate,
which was situated in a racially diverse institutional climate. This provided the most
positive holistic environment for healthy racial and gender identity formation for men of
color student leaders. Oscar noted:
How did they show support for my identity development? I wanna say not making
me feel inferior or limited. That’s one thing I have to say. Compared to my public
school education, like going onto this campus and, like, and I guess maybe I was
in shock because it was very new to me, but being at a place where you were
catered to as opposed to you catering to the system. [laughs] Right? The
systematic power, if that makes any sense. Like, “oh, I don’t think I can do that
because they’re probably not going to be about it, or maybe that’s too radical.” I
never had those feelings.
Oscar felt like he had the freedom and support to explore and form his racial and
gender identity. The multiple positive contexts created an environment for the students to
learn about their different identities and grow within the multiple supportive spaces. The
participants still had some negative experiences, but the consistent positive contexts
allowed them to dedicate more energy towards their identity formation and use minimal
energy on resiliency strategies. As the climates and relationships shift from positive to
negative, the participants used more energy towards strategies for resilience.
In stark contrast, as Queer Black men, Donald and Isaiah experienced the most
difficult constellation of contexts to form healthy racial and gender identities. Donald and
Isaiah had negative relationships with their white woman gardeners, while being in
homogenous student leadership microclimates, which were situated in predominately
white institutional climates. As a result of the navigating this constellation of climates
and relationships, they demonstrated the largest set of strategies for resiliency to maintain
for identity formation and growth. Isaiah showed resilience by building community with
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other Black students for the first time in his life. As race became more salient because he
was experiencing overt racism, he had the courage to build a network of support for his
own well-being. Donald also demonstrated resilience by challenging systems and being
unapologetic in the face of an oppressive environment.
I think it very much strengthened. Before I wasn’t unapologetic, before I policed
myself how I showed up in my blackness, and anything trying to deplete that
blackness in order to go with the motions and not stand out. I know that I’m an
acquired taste, I can’t work everywhere. I know that certain folks won’t be folks
that I’ll have as contacts for networking purposes. And that’s a positive as well
because it allows me to see that the folks that I do know, the folks that I am
intentional about talking to, that relationship will go somewhere.
His undergraduate environment negatively impacted Donald, yet he still found
ways to grow stronger in his Black identity and intentionally seek out environments
where he will be supported.
Joel, Oscar, and Rob’s constellation of climates all aligned in a positive way, and
Isaiah and Donald’s constellation of climates all aligned in a negative way. Figure 6
demonstrates that most of the participants had more variations of positive and negative
experiences across the different climates, which added to the nuances of their overall
experiences.
Felix Diaz had a positive relationship with his white woman gardener in a racially
diverse institutional climate, but his was a homogenous student leadership microclimate.
He mentioned several times how strange it felt to be in an organization that was mostly
white women at such a diverse institution and struggled with navigating the whiteness
and his male privilege in that space. The positive relationship with his white woman
gardener opened him up to the importance of being a Latino leader in a predominately
white space and helped him learn more about his male privilege.
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To me it was more just knowing when I could and could not speak, or when I
should and should not speak. A lot of times I felt like I had a lot of strong ideas
that I wanted to implement or put on the table, and at first, when I started going
that, I started realizing that even though I wasn't doing it on purpose, I was kind
of silencing females that were in the room, and I kind of started noticing that
tension, like female looking at me like, “oh, here's another male telling us what to
do.” Like that to me was knowing my place. I'm now in an environment where it's
mostly women, so I have to be cognizant of how much space I'm taking up in
terms of me talking or in terms of me throwing out ideas or suggestions like that.
And I’ve kind of adjusted more towards listening instead of talking. So that to me
was understanding what my place, what my role was, to take a step back and
listen more, um, and kind of understand what a different, um, different thought
from other people that were a different gender.
Felix Diaz had to employ some strategies of resilience to navigate interacting with his
white women peers, but he was also able to understand how his masculinity impacted his
peers. His positive relationship with his white women gardeners created a strong sense of
belonging, and he was able to use his experiences within a homogenous space as a
positive part of his racial and gender identity formation.
Myron’s experiences within his constellation of climates illustrate the significance
of the supervisory relationship with white women. He had a positive relationship with his
white woman gardener, while being in a homogenous student leadership microclimate,
which was situated in a predominately white institutional climate. Myron described very
negative experiences while interacting in the institutional climate. He felt tokenized by
the university, experienced racism from peers and faculty, and felt forced to prove his
worth so he could be at the university. His white woman gardener provided a safe haven
for him, and he was able to develop healthy strategies of resilience and self-confidence.
I think I’m more aware of how I present myself in spaces and how people
perceive me in spaces. Um, I definitely feel code-switched depending on where
I’m at. I think as a cis-male, I’m able to use that to my advantage when using that
in conversation with other folk. It’s still interesting when I’m talking to people of
color versus when I'm talking to white folks. I think I often use my person of
color perspective when talking to you, but there’s still that trust that still needs to
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be dealt with for me. But because I’m more aware I’m more open to working with
folks.
Myron’s quote shows the residual impact the negative institutional climate and student
leadership microclimates had on his ability to trust and engage new people. He had to use
many resiliency strategies to navigate those spaces. The quotes also reveal the importance
of a trusting and affirming relationship with a white woman gardener for healthy identity
formation. The positive relationship helped Myron process his negative racial
experiences and still dedicate energy towards his gender identity formation.
The constellation of climates’ impact on the participants shows a progression for
when the participants were able to broaden their focus beyond race to include gender and
other identities. The participants in the less supportive holistic environments tended to
focus more on their racial identity formation because they were experiencing constant
overt racial oppression. They had a difficult time recalling when their masculinity was
challenged, how their male privilege manifested in different spaces, or how they
intentionally invested in forming a healthy masculinity. The participants in the more
holistically supportive environments experienced less racism, had more support to
process the racism they did experience, and had peers and supervisors who challenged
them around masculinity. These participants were better able to articulate how they grew
in their understanding of male privilege and formed their gender identity. Overall,
healthier student leadership microclimates and relationships with supervisors allowed for
a more intersectional identity formation process.
In the less supportive spaces, the participants remained focused on race and
focused their energy on strategies to remain resilient. The danger of men of color student
leaders focusing on race in this way is they are less aware of how their male privilege can
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impact their peers and supervisors. A shortcoming of Critical Race Theory (LadsonBillings, 1999; Solorzano et al., 2000) in practice is a tendency to foreground on race and
racism, which pushes other identities to the background. Collins's (1990) Matrix of
Domination calls attention to the ways multiple systems of oppression intersect and
manifest simultaneously. While men of color student leaders are focusing on challenging
racist systems, they can still be reinforcing sexist and transphobic systems that
differentially hurt cisgender women of color and Trans women of color. Men of color
student leaders need spaces to heal from racial trauma, and they are still accountable for
the trauma they create.
Studying how men of color can heal from trauma while taking accountability for
oppressive behaviors is an important area for future research. This could be explored
within higher education for both for men of color student leaders and men of color
student affairs professionals. It could also be explored within racial justice community
organizations, where men of color are working alongside women of color, Trans women,
and Queer men.
Navigating multiple microclimates
The men of color student leaders in our study all had multiple student leadership
roles on campus. Some had these experiences spread out over their undergraduate
careers, and many of them held multiple student leadership roles at the same time. For
example, Isaiah had eight different student leadership roles over the course of his
undergraduate career. This meant that the participants moved in and out of multiple
student leadership microclimates and relationships with white women supervisors that
existed within a single institutional climate. This finding invites a discussion about the
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cumulative impact on the gender and racial identify formation of men of color student
leaders as they navigate not just the layered contexts of a single constellation of shared
student leadership microclimate and supervisory/advisory relationships, but also moving
between constellations.
Figure 7 shows Joel’s involvement in two student leadership microclimates that
he spoke about for the study. Joel’s institutional climate was racially diverse, which
remained consistent throughout his undergraduate career, but his shared student
leadership microclimates, which existed within the institutional climate, were different.
One was a homogenous student leadership microclimate where he had a negative
experience with his white woman supervisor. In this microclimate, Joel focused on
employing resilience strategies to maintain his personal well-being, but he had little
energy to dedicate to his identity formation. He ultimately chose to leave this
environment because it was so unhealthy for him. Joel’s other context was a diverse
student leadership microclimate where he had a positive experience with his white
women supervisors. Here Joel felt authentic and affirmed, so he was able to focus the
majority of his energy to identity exploration and developing as a leader. Joel spent a
considerable amount of time in his interview comparing the two experiences.
It was a much more positive and supportive environment, and I’m really thankful
for that. I think if I had stayed there and listened to the director of [the community
outreach office], I would have been much more undeveloped in terms of
leadership skills and undeveloped in terms of my identity and feeling like I need
to suppress those. Being in a place where I felt really comfortable with that and
really feel supported in that in my role at res life, it was great to have that. It was
like, “Oh, I’m coming home. To be able to feel open and free again.”
He was able to contextualize the toxicity of his experience in the community outreach
office with his liberating experience in housing and residence life.
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Figure 7. Joel’s multiple student leadership microclimates
The lines defining the layered contexts in Figure 7 are no longer solid to show
how each student leadership microclimate and supervisor/advisory relationship can
permeate the others. With the support of his white woman supervisor, Joel was able to
make meaning of his multiple student leadership roles, and they cumulatively added to
his overall racial and gender identity development. It is also important to remember the
different constellations of climates that are possible. Joel could have had a third
leadership role on campus in a homogenous student leadership microclimate and a
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positive relationship with his white woman gardener, where he would have to learn how
to use different levels of his energy towards growth and resilience. Each microclimate
and supervisor/advisory relationship combination has its own unique culture.
As men of color student leaders move in and out of each microclimate, they learn
how they can behave in that space. This brings Omi and Winant's (1994) framework of
racial formation and West and Zimmerman's (1987) framework of constructing gender
through performance into the discussion. As men of color student leaders maneuver in
their different student leadership microclimates, they engage in multiple racial projects
and are socialized to perform their masculinity in certain ways.
As discussed in the literature review, student affairs graduate programs often
focus on psychological identity development models, like the Racial/Cultural Identity
Development (R/CID) model (Sue & Sue, 2012), to understand an individual student’s
identity development. The ecological model that emerged from this study challenges the
sole use psychological identity development theories and stresses the importance of
understanding the socio-historical-political contexts in which students are forming their
identities. Sociological theories of race and gender formation provide a broader
framework to understand how students are developing their identities and the factors that
influence that formation.
Racial formation is a process of historically situated projects in which human
bodies and social structures are organized and represented. Racial projects are defined as
“simultaneously an interpretation, representation, or explanation of racial dynamics, and
in an effort to reorganize and redistribute resources along particular racial lines” (Omi &
Winant, 1994, p. 236). Gender is “a routine, methodical, and recurring accomplishment…
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Doing gender involves a complex set of socially guided perceptual, interactional, and
micropolitical activities that cast particular pursuits as expression of masculine and
feminine ‘natures’” (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 126). Men of color student leaders
are simultaneously engaging in racial projects and doing gender within their multiple
climates and relationships with white women supervisors and advisors.
In the most supportive environments, the participants were able to explore
different expressions of their racial and gender identities with a community that provided
accountability and support. This positive environment for growth was co-constructed by
peers and white woman gardeners. Collective efforts to have critical dialogues about
identity, to challenge each other to grow, and to affirm each other’s experiences add to an
authentic discovery of both racial and gender identity.
In the more negative environments, particularly in negative relationships with
white women supervisors, the participants learned that their authentic expression of race
and gender was not acceptable or appropriate. The protection of whiteness and the
policing of behavior forced the students to use the resilience strategies of being calculated
and playing the game to be successful. Although the participants effectively learned to
perform their gender and race in acceptable ways to survive in their contexts, the lack of
supportive spaces to explore authentic expressions of identity hindered the racial and
gender identity formation of several of the students.
The ecological model lens helps to synthesize how the overall racial and gender
project created by the institutional climate adds to the individual racial and gender
projects happening in the student leadership microclimates and within the supervisor and
advisor relationships with white women professionals. The participants learned how to
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perform gender and race not only in multiple student affairs functional area climates
(orientation climate, student government climate, etc.), but also on multiple levels within
the institution. Future research could explore what types of racial projects and gender
performance manifest in different functional areas within specific institutional types (i.e.,
predominately white private institutions or public Hispanic-serving institutions) and how
men of color can find agency within those contexts.
Implications for white women supervisors and advisors
The participants and the white women supervisors and advisors were all situated
within the same constellation of institutional climate and student leadership microclimate.
This meant the supervisory/advisory relationship was influenced by the independent
interactions that the participant and their gardeners were having within that specific
constellation of climates. The white woman gardener’s level of competency in social
justice and inclusion competency and in student learning and development had the
greatest influence on the type of relationship (positive or negative) she had with the
participant (ACPA & NASPA, 2015). This section explores both the implications of the
negative relationships created by white women supervisors and the positive strategies and
attributes white women can employ to better support men of color student leaders.
Neglect
Within the negative relationships with white women supervisors and advisors,
participants described three significant interactions: experiencing alienation and
invalidation, the policing of behavior and the protection of whiteness, and neglect. The
first two negative interactions have been well documented in previous studies. For
example, Harper et al. (2011) found that the Black male resident advisors they
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interviewed also felt like they were under greater scrutiny and were being policed more
harshly than their white counterparts. These negative interactions with white women
supervisors and advisors led to feelings of isolation and inauthenticity for the
participants, which is a consistent for men of color in the literature (College Board
Advocacy & Policy Center & Business Innovation Factory, 2011; Harper, 2006;
Solorzano et al., 2000; Strayhorn, 2008a, 2008b).
Neglect was a relatively new negative interaction that manifested in our study.
The other negative interactions were active behaviors, while neglect was more passive.
White women supervisors and advisors neglected both the leadership development and
identity formation of men of color student leaders. The participants shared how they were
often held to unspoken work expectations without adequate training or support. Failing to
set clear expectations and not properly train student leaders shows clear lack of
competency in student learning and development. Several participants also stated that
their white women supervisors and advisors rarely engaged in discussion about race or
gender, even when the men tried to bring it up. This type of neglect is consistent with
Bondi's (2012) and Robbins and Jones's (2016) findings about the ways whiteness is
protected in student affairs graduate programs and the ways white women student affairs
professionals struggle to engage in meaningful conversations about race.
White women student affairs professionals may not intentionally neglect the
development of men of color student leaders, but the resulting negative impact on their
development is very real. White women may not be comfortable engaging men of color
student leaders for many different reasons, including the genuine possibility of
experiencing sexist behaviors from the men they supervise. Neglect could also be a part
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white women supervisors’ and advisors’ unconscious racial bias, resulting in an
unwillingness to invest in men of color. We chose to focus this study on the narratives of
men of color student leaders to shine a light on their experiences. Future research
specifically about the interactions and impacts within supervisory/advisory relationships
could include the narratives of both men of color student leaders and their white women
supervisors and advisors. This would deepen our knowledge about the nuanced dynamics
across multiple intersections of identities and positional power.
Positive strategies and attributes for white women supervisors and advisors
In the positive relationships with white women gardeners, the participants felt a
strong sense of belonging and the ability to be authentic with their supervisor. The
participants deepened their racial and gender identity formation and found their voices to
talk openly about their identities as a result of these positive interactions and impacts. A
framework of strategies, attributes, and key interactions was developed from the
Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student Leaders and from the
participants’ direct advice for white women supervisors. This framework provides a
tangible resource for white women supervisors and advisors to better support men of
color student leaders.
Do your self-work. All eight participants offered the same strategy to white
women student affairs professionals: do your self-work. Self-work was defined in many
different ways by the participants. Oscar shared a broad definition:
I would say they should really focus on being culturally competent and
understanding where it is that they work, the systems that are in place because
they need to be aware, to be aware of how dynamics are, they need to be aware of
the privilege that as a white woman that they have in their position, where they
stand in terms of life and hierarchy, if you will. I’m big on that. So like really
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being culturally competent in order to be able to do their job more effectively
would be my big, like, number one.
The attributes associated with doing self-work are being an active learner, humility, and
being strategic. The key positive interaction that results from doing self-work is being
able to offer effective leadership opportunities and resources to men of color.
White women professionals’ willingness to be active learners was important to
the participants because it showed their commitment to continual growth. Donald shared
his perspective:
I would say there’s so much scholarship and research and books and videos. Hit
up Tim Wise, hit up Peggy McIntosh, hit up all these other white folks who will
then explain to you all of these things. And then from there, that’s less of a burden
for me to explain to you how some of your interactions oppress me, which is
oppressive because I’m having to explain to you how you oppress me, and how
you make me feel in this space, and how you make the space unsafe for me. So I
would say research and actively be engaged every day.
Donald’s definition of active learning is the integration of intellectual knowledge with
lived experiences. To do effective self-work, white women student affairs professionals
must also demonstrate humility, which means engaging in a regular reflection process to
understand both areas for personal growth and areas of strength. The practice of humility
enables supervisors and advisors to understand both their limits and acknowledge the
power they have to positively impact their students. Lastly, being strategic helps white
women professionals discern how to best engage in personal development and how they
can provide leadership opportunities for men of color student leaders. Men of color
student leaders often get pulled in many different directions because there are so few of
them involved on campus. A good supervisor or advisor will help their students be
strategic in what they choose to take on to maximize their development while avoiding
being exploited and burning out.
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Don’t be afraid to have the hard conversations with us. As white women student
affairs professionals do their self-work, it is expected that they then engage in difficult
dialogues about identity. The attributes associated with not being afraid of hard
conversations are authenticity, having an intersectional lens, and courage. The key
positive interactions that result from having the courage to have hard conversations are
critical dialogues about identity and challenging men of color student leaders to grow in
positive ways.
Isaiah talked about the attributes of courage and authenticity as more important
than being perfect.
Don’t be so intimidated by not knowing the right things to say. We don’t know
the right things to say! I was struggling to articulate my conversation with her
because it’s so hard not to say white people this and white people that, so it’s hard
on our side too. Because we’re trying to articulate our feelings without sounding
racist or bashing white people, because we know not all of y’all are the same. So
it’s a difficult conversation on both sides, but you have to be comfortable with
being uncomfortable.
The goal of talking about identity and difference is not perfection. The goal is authentic
dialogue that is humanizing and filled with grace. White women professionals must have
the courage to role model vulnerability and accountability with the students they support
because it encourages students to do the same.
Approaching hard conversations from an intersectional lens is another key
attribute for productive critical dialogues about identity and being able to effectively
challenge men of color student leaders. Rob emphasized the importance of engaging
around race and addressing diversity beyond one-on-one meetings.
I guess the main thing I would say is bring up diversity talks more often and
understand where you're coming from as a white individual and how your race
place in a power position. The main thing would be don't be afraid to talk about it
within a group context as opposed to just one-on-one.
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Alex advised that the conversation cannot just be about race.
But also when it comes to gender, I would tell them challenge their students,
particularly their male-identified students, and to try do that. I know it’s a huge
ask, so in the same coin I would say lean on others, other women in your
department, at your institution in your division, if you are coming up against a
really difficult time in challenging your male-identified student leaders to really
think about their identity and their privilege.
White women student affairs professionals can best support men of color student leaders
by engaging in the hard conversations about difference in both the supervisory
relationship and in the larger student leadership microclimate. The conversations must be
intersectional, honoring the experiences that stem from marginalization and pushing on
how privilege manifests on the individual and group levels.
Hear us. The third and most important strategy for white women supervisors and
advisors is very simple: hear us. Donald articulated this need very clearly:
I would say, when I offer advice, listen to it, like when I offer critiques and
feedback, listen to it, sit with it, and from there, you don’t have to necessarily
make change instantly, but at least sit with it and listen to it. And then from there
be like, “oh, ok, that makes perfect sense.” I think men of color genuinely just
want, I think all we want is to be heard. Like you don’t have to agree with me,
just hear me.
The attributes associated with hearing men of color are empathy and positivity. The key
positive interaction that results from hearing men of color student leaders is affirmation.
The consistent negative impact for men of color student leaders across the
institutional climate, student leadership microclimates, and the relationships with their
supervisors/advisors was feelings of isolation. Two of the most powerful things white
women supervisors can do are empathize with men of color as they share their trauma
and positively honor their growth. White women do not need to fully understand the
racial trauma men of color experience, but they need to affirm that it is real and has a
lasting impact on the lives of people of color. Many men of color are seen as
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hypersexualized, violent, and unintelligent, and they are rarely told they are beautiful or
receive praise for doing well. Acknowledging men of color student leaders’ growth and
success affirms their enoughness and worth in the world. Using empathy and positivity to
support men of color in these ways affirms their humanity within systems that often
dehumanize them.
The interactions between men of color student leaders and white women
supervisors and advisors within a higher education context are complex and nuanced.
White women student affairs professionals can and should develop their awareness,
knowledge, and skills to engage students across multiple identities. At the core of that
development should be the intention of hearing their students, honoring their fullest
humanity, and working with each other towards accountability, liberation, and growth.
Conclusions
The end product of a Constructivist Grounded Theory study is the presentation of
a visual model and a core storyline (Charmaz, 1996). The RC accomplished this goal
with the development of the Ecological Resiliency Model for Men of Color Student
Leaders and the creation of Figures 5, 6, and 7. The core storyline that surfaced from the
data is men of color student leaders engage in relationships with white women
supervisors and advisors that are situated within an institutional climate and multiple
student leadership microclimates. The unique constellation of contextual interactions
impacts the racial and gender identity formation of men of color in both positive and
negative ways. Men of color student leaders learn to assess and shift their energy between
growth and resilience depending on the supportive or unsupportive nature of the student
leadership microclimate and relationships with white women supervisors/advisors.
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Strategies for men of color student leaders
The purpose of this study was to engage men of color student leaders in collective
inquiry around the ways they navigate and form their racial and gender identities in
institutions of higher education, specifically with white women supervisors and advisors,
in hopes of improving their retention and graduation rates. One of the most disturbing
findings from the data was the way participants intentionally restricted parts of their
identities, emotions, and needs as a form of survival and to keep their student leadership
positions. These survival behaviors were part of their resilience strategies, but they were
not always healthy for the participant. Participatory Action Research challenges the
researcher to put the findings of the study into action (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; DuncanAndrade & Morrell, 2008). The participants shared their advice for how men of color
student leaders could approach working with a white woman supervisor or advisor. I
intentionally share this information at the end of the dissertation as a way to recentralize
the voices and lives of men of color student leaders.
The first strategy is to have the courage to ask for support from your white women
supervisors but also be cautious because they may not be able to provide the support you
need. Isaiah shared about the importance of asking for and being open to receiving
support.
I think it’s important for them to realize that they need to be open about the
challenges that they’re going through and to process that with white woman
advisors because I would hope that the white woman advisors are receptive to a
lot of that and are able to not only help them work through that hurt and
experience that they’re feeling or whatever challenges that they’re going through
but that hopefully they can help in terms of reinforcing their identities and push
them to them to address these identities outside of that space.
Isaiah also shared the hard truth that sometimes white women supervisors and advisors
will not be able to provide adequate support.
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But if the supervisor tells them that that’s not something that they can provide,
accept that. Honestly, I think that might be why I didn’t experience that as an
undergrad, because I’m not sure that they could have provided me that support,
and that growth in that field, or that identity.
Vulnerability with white people in power for men of color can be a very complex issue.
We are socialized as men to not ask for support, and as people of color, we often
experience disappointment because our needs are rarely met. It is a challenge for men of
color student leaders to remain hopeful, but that hope must held in tension with the
realities of white dominance and white fragility.
The second strategy is don’t be afraid to challenge and critique your student
leadership microclimate or your supervisor/advisor. Challenging and critiquing must be
done carefully, so men of color student leaders need to use their resilience strategies
intentionally, being calculated and assessing the climate to know when and how to push
on multiple levels. Rob shared about the importance of critiquing systems.
I think universities are gigantic bureaucracies that are built to suppress people and
suppress voices, especially voice of color and other marginalized voices. I would
say to be critical of not just the first layer they’re interacting with, but the system
that’s behind them and the system that is employing them and the system that
keeps all this machinery running.
Men of color student leaders benefit from understanding the systems that shape
their one-on-one interactions with supervisors and advisors, so learning to critique the
system is a powerful tool. Donald offered up this advice for challenging white women
supervisors and advisors on the individual level:
The first thing that came to my mind was bump white women’s tears, like if
they’re there and white women cry because you create dissonance to then craft
more inclusive spaces, then that’s ok. Let them cry, I have zero sympathy. It’s like
ok, that's a moment of discomfort.
Men of color student leaders should not allow their white woman supervisor’s discomfort
and learning to hinder their ability to name moments of oppression. Being empathetic to a
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supervisor’s dissonance is good, but it should not derail the honest conversation about
negative impact.
The third strategy was to have the courage and humility to ask for help and seek
out support from others. Relying on one’s supervisor for holistic support is not always
possible. College Board Advocacy and Policy Center and Business Innovation Factory
(2011) found that more often than not, men of color student leaders pieced their networks
of support together from supervisors, faculty members, peers, and family. Rob talked
about finding additional support as a way to stay healthy and survive.
And I would also tell them to seek supervisors they feel comfortable with, if it’s
not their white female supervisor. If that’s who you feel comfortable with, that’s
great, if not, find someone that you can talk to and find someone that you can
confide in … that you can vent … that you can express your frustration with.
Men of color student leaders, it is ok to be struggling—all of us struggle. It is ok
to ask for help, and do not be afraid to accept support: have the courage to reach out and
build your web of support with people you trust.
Final thoughts
All of the participants in our study demonstrated a great capacity for growth and
resilience. Men of color students, leaders or not, deserve to thrive in environments where
they can funnel their energy towards positive development and be able reserve energy for
resilience when moments of hardship happen in their personal lives. Imagine how
powerful and amazing our men of color would be when they do not have to carry the
weight of oppression on their shoulders.
The findings of this study illustrate that student affairs professionals have the
resources to lift that burden, even momentarily, and invite men of color to blossom into
their authentic selves. To retain men of color on our campuses, we can no longer blame
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them for their damaged petals. Instead we must reflect on the institutional climates,
student microclimates, and individual relationships with staff and faculty that often cause
the bruises. Taking inspiration from Duncan-Andrade (2009), student affairs
professionals must have the audacity to hear our men of color and use our tools to chip
away at the concrete that restricts them to reveal the garden of roses, tulips, orchids, and
carnations that lay beneath the toxic weight of oppression and dominance.

“I would say, when I offer advice, listen to it… I think men of color genuinely just want
… I think all we want is to be heard.
Like you don’t have to agree with me, just hear me.”
- Donald
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT LETTER

TO: Potential Study Participants
FROM: Alejandro Covarrubias, International and Multicultural Doctoral Student and
Co-Director of the Cultural Centers at the University of San Francisco
Afcovarrubias@dons.usfca.edu
DATE: August 2, 2016
SUBJECT: Participants being sought for a research study on: Exploring the Racial and
Gender Identity Formation of Men of Color Student Leaders who have White
Women Supervisors and Advisors in Higher Education.
I am writing to let you know about an opportunity to participate in a research
study titled: Exploring the Racial and Gender Identity Formation of Men of Color
Student Leaders who have White Women Supervisors and Advisors in Higher Education.
This study is being conducted by Alejandro Covarrubias, a doctoral student in the
Department of International and Multicultural Education at the University of San
Francisco.
The purpose of this study is to engage men of color who were student leaders
during their undergraduate career in collective inquiry around ways in which they
understand, navigate and form their racial and gender identities while being supervised
and/or advised by white women in higher education. This study specifically focuses on
understanding: 1) The nuances in positional and identity based power differentials
between men of color student leaders and their white female supervisors and advisors;
and 2) Using collective inquiry, Participatory Action Research, to highlight these
experiences and to translate new knowledge generated towards tangible changes.
Participation Commitment. The nature of Participatory Action Research (PAR)
asks that participants devote a considerable amount of time and energy in the study.
During this study, the participants will be co-researchers and will learn research and
interviewing skills from a critical lens along side other participants over several months.
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Participants will have the option of engaging on one of two levels: as a Study
Participant or as a member of the Research Collective.
Study Participants will engage in the first three phases of the study.
•

Phase 1 includes 4-6 hours of video chat meetings with the primary researcher and
other participants and 2-4 hours of independent reading and journaling to ground the
group and build research skills.

•

Phase 2 participants will conduct a 60-90 minute interview with another participant
in the study; and be interviewed by another participant for 60-90 minutes. Participants
will also transcribe the interview they conducted.

•

Phase 3 will include 3-4 hours of coding the interview data and 1-2 hours of video
chat meetings with the research gorup to review initial coding.

Study Participants would commit to the first three phases of the study, which will
happen over a 2-month period beginning in early September 2016 and ending early
November 2016.
Research Collective members will participate in the same first three phases with
the Study Participants, but also move on with the primary researcher to complete the
study.
•

Phase 4 will include 8-12 hours of video chat and in person meetings over a onemonth period to discuss interview data and create a visual model. During Phase 4
the Research Collective members are required to attend the NASPA Western
Regional conference in Seattle, November 9-12, 2016. During the conference the
research collective will meet to finalize data analysis in person.

•

Phase 5 will include 4-6 hours of video chats to discuss what actions the Research
Collective would like to take with the data. Research Collective members would
commit to all five phases of the study, which will happen over a 5-month period
beginning in early September 2016 and end in early February 2017, with the
majority of the research completed by early December, 2016.

Benefits of participating. Study Participants and members of the Research
Collective will have co-ownership of the data from the study and will be able to use it for
personal academic work. The primary researcher’s goal is to find opportunities to for all
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participants to present the findings of the study at future student affairs and higher
education professional conferences.
To be eligible for this study:
•

Identify as a cisgender man of color (Asian, Asian-American, Pacifica Islander, South
Asian, Black/African-American, Latino, Native American, Middle Eastern,
Multiracial/Mixed, etc.).

•

Currently be a graduate student in a Student Affairs in Higher Education type masters
program within NASPA Western Region V or VI (Arizona, California, Hawaii,
Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington).

•

Held a formal student leadership role during their undergraduate career that lasted at
least one academic year; and while in that role had significant experiences with white
women student affairs professionals as their supervisors or advisors. *Formal student
leadership roles include, but are not limited to: resident advisor, student government
position, student activities student intern, admissions ambassador, peer educator,
multicultural center intern, etc.

If you are interested in participating or have any questions about the study,
please contact Alejandro Covarrubias at afcovarrubias@dons.usfca.edu or 415-422-2879
by Tuesday August 30, 2016.

216
APPENDIX B: UPDATED RECRUITMENT LETTER

TO: Potential Study Participants

FROM: Alejandro Covarrubias, International and Multicultural Doctoral Student and
Co-Director of the Cultural Centers at the University of San Francisco
Afcovarrubias@dons.usfca.edu

DATE: August 31, 2016

SUBJECT: Participants being sought for a research study on: Exploring the Racial and
Gender Identity Formation of Men of Color Student Leaders who have White
Women Supervisors and Advisors in Higher Education.
I am writing to let you know about an opportunity to participate in a research study titled:
Exploring the Racial and Gender Identity Formation of Men of Color Student Leaders
who have White Women Supervisors and Advisors in Higher Education. This study is
being conducted by Alejandro Covarrubias, a doctoral student in the Department of
International and Multicultural Education at the University of San Francisco.
The purpose of this study is to engage men of color who were student leaders
during their undergraduate career in collective inquiry around ways in which they
understand, navigate and form their racial and gender identities while being supervised
and/or advised by white women in higher education. This study specifically focuses on
understanding: 1) The nuances in positional and identity based power differentials
between men of color student leaders and their white female supervisors and advisors;
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and 2) Using collective inquiry, Participatory Action Research, to highlight these
experiences and to translate new knowledge generated towards tangible changes.

Participant Commitment. Participants would commit to being interviewed for 60 to 90
minutes about their experiences as undergraduate student leaders with white women
supervisors and/or advisors by one of the primary researchers of the study.
To be eligible for this study:
•

Identify as a cisgender man of color (Asian, Asian-American, Pacifica Islander, South
Asian, Black/African-American, Chicano/Latino, Native American, Middle Eastern,
Multiracial/Mixed, etc.).

•

Currently is a graduate student in a Student Affairs Higher Education type masters
program. Or is currently employed in a student affairs professional role and be one or
two years post undergraduate experience.

•

Held a formal student leadership role during their undergraduate career that lasted at
least one academic year; and while in that role had significant experiences with white
women student affairs professionals as their supervisors or advisors.
*Formal student leadership roles include, but are not limited to: resident advisor,
student government position, student activities student intern, admissions
ambassador, peer educator, multicultural center intern, etc.

If you are interested in participating or have any questions about the study,
please contact Alejandro Covarrubias at afcovarrubias@dons.usfca.edu or 415-422-2879
by Monday, September 19, 2016.
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM FOR STUDY PARTICIPANTS

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY
Below is a description of the research procedures and an explanation of your rights as a
research participant. You should read this information carefully. If you agree to
participate, you will sign in the space provided to indicate that you have read and
understand the information on this consent form. You are entitled to and will receive a
copy of this form.
You have been asked to participate in a research study conducted by Alejandro
Covarrubias, a graduate student in the Department of International and Multicultural
Education at the University of San Francisco. This faculty supervisor for this study is
Shabnam Koirala-Azad a professor in the Department of International and Multicultural
Education at the University of San Francisco.

WHAT THE STUDY IS ABOUT:
The purpose of this study is to engage men of color who were student leaders during their
undergraduate career in collective inquiry around ways in which they understand,
navigate and form their racial and gender identities in institutions that are predominantly
White and specifically, in the area of student affairs, where the majority of supervisors
tend to be White females. This study specifically focuses on three dimensions: 1)
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understanding the nuances in positional and identity based power differentials between
men of color student leaders and their white female supervisors, especially in terms of
race and gender, 2) collectivizing around commonly experienced realities that are often
individually experienced and therefore ignored and, 3) using collective inquiry,
Participatory Action Research, to highlight these experiences and to translate new
knowledge generated towards tangible changes. In the field of student affairs this type of
approach has rarely been used, especially with student leaders of color.

WHAT WE WILL ASK YOU TO DO: Participants would commit to being
interviewed for 60 to 90 minutes about their experiences as undergraduate student leaders
with white women supervisors and/or advisors by one of the co-researchers of the study.
And be open to a follow up interview of no more than 45 minutes if additional data is
needed.

DURATION AND LOCATION OF THE STUDY: The study will take place mostly
on the participant’s home institution through online video chats. The interview will last
60 to 90 minutes.

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS:
We do not anticipate any risks or discomforts to you from participating in this research. If
you wish, you may choose to withdraw your consent and discontinue your participation at
any time during the study without penalty.
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BENEFITS:
You will receive no direct benefit from your participation in this study; however,
the possible benefits to others include the opportunity to share their narrative with other
men of color and build community around a phenomenon that is rarely talked about in the
field of student affairs.
PRIVACY/CONFIDENTIALITY:
Participants will have the opportunity to choose or have the researcher select a
pseudonym. Their pseudonyms will be used to refer to the participants in all
documentation. The only exception will be for participants who choose to use their legal
name. Digital audio files, transcriptions and all other pertinent documentation will be
saved in a password protected file. Hard copy transcriptions and documentation will be in
a locked file cabinet. All hard copies will be destroyed and digital copies deleted after
seven years.

COMPENSATION/PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION:
There is no payment or other form of compensation for your participation in this study.
VOLUNTARY NATURE OF THE STUDY:
Your participation is voluntary and you may refuse to participate without penalty or loss
of benefits. Furthermore, you may skip any questions or tasks that make you
uncomfortable and may discontinue your participation at any time without penalty. In
addition, the researcher has the right to withdraw you from participation in the study at
any time.
OFFER TO ANSWER QUESTIONS: Please ask any questions you have now. If you
have questions later, you should contact the principal investigator: Alejandro
Covarrubias at (415) 422-2879 or afcovarrubias@dons.usfca.edu. If you have questions
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or concerns about your rights as a participant in this study, you may contact the
University of San Francisco Institutional Review Board at IRBPHS@usfca.edu.

I HAVE READ THE ABOVE INFORMATION. ANY QUESTIONS I HAVE
ASKED HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I AGREE TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS
RESEARCH PROJECT AND I WILL RECEIVE A COPY OF THIS CONSENT
FORM.

PARTICIPANT’S SIGNATURE

PARTICIPANT’S NAME

DATE
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APPENDIX D: RESEARCH COLLECTIVE FORMATION CURRICULUM

Exploring the Racial And Gender Identity Formation Of Men Of Color In Student
Leader Roles Who Have White Women Supervisors Advisors And Mentors In Higher
Education: Research Collective Curriculum
Alejandro Covarrubias
University of San Francisco

223
Meeting: Research Collective Formation I
Date: Week of September 5, 2016
Time: 90 Minutes
Location: Zoom
Learning Objectives

• The Research Collective will develop an understanding of the purpose and need of the
study

• The Research Group will gain a clear understanding of each other’s roles and
commitments in the study

• The Research Group will collectively develop ground rules to enhance our ability to
work collaboratively

• The Research Group will develop a sense of trust and identity along the group and
individual levels

Materials
• Chapter 1 of A. Covarrubias (2016) Proposal
• Participant Recruitment Letter
• Tensions for a Brave Learning Environment Document
• Identity Wheel activity
FLOW
*Prior to meeting Research Collective (RC) will:
• Review the following documents
o Chapter 1 of A. Covarrubias (2016) Proposal
o Participant Recruitment Letter
o Tensions for a Brave Learning Environment Document
• Complete the Identity Wheel Activity
• Write a 6-Word Story on: How come you are participating in this study?
Introductions (20 min)
•
•
•

Name, pronouns, what institution you are connected to now
Ale introduce purpose of the Research Group Formation and the intentions of the
meetings
Participants share their 6-Word Story: How come you are participating in this study?
Purpose of the study (25 min)

•

Open discussion about Chapter 1 of A. Covarrubias (2016) Proposal
o What did you learn?
o What connects with your lived experience as a man of color student leader?
o What are you curious about? What questions do you have going into the study?
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•

Clarify the roles of Study Participants and Research Collective Members
Research Collective Ground Rules (20 min)

•
•
•

Introduce PAR as a collaborative research process
Open discussion about the Tensions for a Brave Learning Environment Document
Dialogue: What do we need from each other to be successful and a Research Group?
Team Building: Identity Wheel (20 Min)

•
•

How do you identify racially and ethnically?
What other identities are important to you as we enter into this research?
Closure (5 min)

•
•
•

Go over Google Folders
Assign Homework
One-Word: How are you feeling as we end our first meeting?
Homework:

•

•

•

Read the following articles:
o Collins, P. (1990). Black feminist thought in the matrix of domination. In Black
Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of
Empowerment (pp. 221–238). Unwin Hyman.
o Duncan-Andrade, J. (2009). Note to educators: Hope required when growing
roses in concrete. Harvard Educational Review, 79(2), 181–194.
o Patton, L. D., McEwen, M., Rendon, L., & Howard-Hamilton, M. F. (2007).
Critical Race Perspectives on Theory in Student Affairs. New Directions for
Student Services, (120), 39–53.
Write a 300-500 word journal:
o What are your key learnings from the articles?
o What questions do you have after completing the readings?
o General reflections about our first meeting
Write 6-word stories for each article: How are you connecting with the conceptual
and theoretical frameworks of this study?
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Meeting: Research Collective Formation II
Date: Week of Sept 12, 2016
Time: 75 min
Location: Zoom
Learning Objectives

• The RC will develop a sense of trust and identity along the group and individual levels
• The Research RC will develop and understanding of the conceptual and theoretical
frameworks of this study

Materials
• Collins, P. (1990). Black feminist thought in the matrix of domination. In Black
Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment (pp.
221–238). Unwin Hyman.
• Duncan-Andrade, J. (2009). Note to educators: Hope required when growing roses in
concrete. Harvard Educational Review, 79(2), 181–194.
• Patton, L. D., McEwen, M., Rendon, L., & Howard-Hamilton, M. F. (2007). Critical
Race Perspectives on Theory in Student Affairs. New Directions for Student Services,
(120), 39–53.
FLOW
Team Building Activity (15 min)
• What are your academic and professional goals?
• Why did you choose student affairs?
Article Discussion Through ORID Model (50 minutes)
• Objective: What are your key learnings from these readings? What do you need
clarification around?
• Reflective Questions: How did you feel about the readings? What resonated with
you? What challenged you?
• Interpretive Questions: What does this mean for our work together in this study?
How have they readings shaped your understanding of the topic?
• Decisional questions:
o Given what we have learned, broadly what topics should we addressing during
the participant interviews do you want to ask participants during interviews?
o How are those topics informed by the theoretical frameworks?
Closing (5 min)
• Assign Homework
• One-word: How are you feeling leaving our meeting today?
Homework:
•

Read the following articles:
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•

•

o Bergold, J., & Thomas, S. (2012). Participatory Research Methods: A
Methodological Approach in Motion. Historical Social Research / Historische
Sozialforschung, (4 (142)), 191.
o Ghezeljeh TN, & Emami A. (2009). Grounded theory: methodology and
philosophical perspective. Nurse Researcher, 17(1), 15–23.
o Mills, J., Bonner, A., & Francis, K. (2006). The development of constructivist
grounded theory. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 5(1), 1–10.
o Torre, M. E., Fine, M., Stoudt, B. G., & Fox, M. (2012). Critical participatory
action research as public science. In H. Cooper, P. M. Camic, D. L. Long, A. T.
Panter, D. Rindskopf, & K. J. Sher (Eds.), APA handbook of research methods
in psychology, Vol 2: Research designs: Quantitative, qualitative,
neuropsychological, and biological (pp. 171–184). Washington, DC, US:
American Psychological Association.
Write a 300-500 word journal:
o General reflections about our second meeting
o In what ways do Constructivist Grounded Theory and Participatory Action
Research challenge you?
Write 6-word stories: How do you see PAR and Constructivist Grounded Theory
connect to each other?
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Meeting: Research Collective Formation III
Date: Week of Sept 19, 2016
Time: 75
Location: Zoom
Learning Objectives

• The RC will develop a sense of trust and identity along the group and individual levels
• The RC will develop interviewing skills and techniques within Participatory Action
Research and Constructivist Grounded Theory frameworks

• The RC will develop and understanding of the conceptual and theoretical frameworks
of this study

Materials
• Bergold, J., & Thomas, S. (2012). Participatory Research Methods: A Methodological
Approach in Motion. Historical Social Research / Historische Sozialforschung, (4
(142)), 191.
• Ghezeljeh TN, & Emami A. (2009). Grounded theory: methodology and
philosophical perspective. Nurse Researcher, 17(1), 15–23.
• Mills, J., Bonner, A., & Francis, K. (2006). The development of constructivist
grounded theory. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 5(1), 1–10.
• Torre, M. E., Fine, M., Stoudt, B. G., & Fox, M. (2012). Critical participatory action
research as public science. In H. Cooper, P. M. Camic, D. L. Long, A. T. Panter, D.
Rindskopf, & K. J. Sher (Eds.), APA handbook of research methods in psychology,
Vol 2: Research designs: Quantitative, qualitative, neuropsychological, and
biological (pp. 171–184). Washington, DC, US: American Psychological
Association.
FLOW
Team Building/Connections (15 Min)
• Check in: What is something good happening in life right now? What is something
you are struggling with? How is engaging in the research collective formation impact
your life right now?
Review Readings with “What? So What? Now What?” Debrief fame work (55 min)
• WHAT?
o What did you learn from the readings about PAR and Constructivist Grounded
Theory (CGT)?
o In what ways do the two methodologies connect to each other? How do they
differ?
• SO WHAT?
o How do our methodologies integrate with the theoretical and conceptual
frameworks of the study?
o How is the PAR methodology impacting your experience in the study thus far?
• NOW WHAT?
o How will CGT shape the interview protocol?
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o Looking at the broad topics for participants, what questions should we ask during
the interviews?
Closing:
• Assign homework
• One-Word: How are you feeling leaving the space today?
Homework:
• Read the following chapters from: Gubrium, J. F. (2012). The Sage handbook of
interview research: The complexity of the craft. [electronic resource]:Thousand
Oaks : SAGE.
o Chapter 4: The Pedagogy of Interviewing
o Chapter 11: Internet Interviewing
o Chapter 24: Qualitative Interviewing and Grounded Theory Analysis
• Write a 300-500 word journal:
o General reflections about our third meeting
o How are you feeling about conducting participant interviews?
• Write 6-word stories: What does being a critical researcher mean to you?
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Meeting: Research Collective Meeting IV: Interview Check In
Date: Week of Sept 26, 2016
Time: 75 Min
Location: Zoom
Learning Objectives

• The RC will develop interviewing skills and techniques within Participatory Action
Research and Constructivist Grounded Theory frameworks

• The Research Collective will develop qualitative data coding skills and techniques

within Participatory Action Research and Constructivist Grounded Theory frameworks

Materials
• Chapters from: Gubrium, J. F. (2012). The Sage handbook of interview research:
The complexity of the craft. [electronic resource]:Thousand Oaks : SAGE.
o Chapter 4: The Pedagogy of Interviewing
o Chapter 11: Internet Interviewing
o Chapter 24: Qualitative Interviewing and Grounded Theory Analysis
• Finalized Research Protocol Documents
FLOW
Team Connections (10 min)
•
•

Share 6-Word Stories: What does being a research mean to you?
How are we feeling about starting the interview process?
Interview Skills & Protocol (60 minutes)

•
•
•
•
•
•

Review Chapters
Finalize Research Protocol
Assign interview participants to research collective members
Review use of Zoom and recording of interviews
Answer any questions about the interview process
Talk about confidentiality and informed consent forms
Closing (5 min)

•
•

Homework
One-Word: How are you feeling about starting interviews?
Homework:

•

Write a 300-500 word journal:
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•
•
•

o General reflections about our fourth meeting
Write 6-word stories: How are you growing from this process?
Complete Interview and transcription by October 11
After participating in the interview and after conducting an interview, remember to:
o Write a 300-500 word journal: General reflections about the interview
o Write 6-word stories: How are you growing from this process?
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APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Preparation:
● Send Zoom invitation at least 2-3 days prior to the interview
● Make sure your participant has sent you their consent form
● When you start your interview remind the participant that the interview will be
recorded
● Make sure you hit record on Zoom and have a back-up recording device
(your cell phone works well)
Notes for Interviewer:
● Try to elicit examples
● How did your respond? - looking for emotional and behavioral

Intro:
● Introduce yourself and how you got connected to the study as a co-researcher
● When you start your interview remind the participant that the interview will be
recorded
Demographics: (take notes on these answers)
● How do you identify racially/ethnically?
● What student leadership positions did you hold during your undergraduate
experiences and which positions did you have a white woman supervisor?
○ In what department?
● How old were you while in these leadership roles?
● Other salient identities? (1st Gen student, Transfer student, etc.)
● What institution did you attend?
○ do research on this on our own
■ Did you know the racial and ethnic breakdown of your school?
■ Did you know the gender breakdown of your school?
Main Questions:
● How were your racial and gender identities shaped by being in student leadership
roles?
○ What was the racial and gender identity make up of your staff? How did
that group impact your racial and gender identity growth as a (insert their
racial identity) man?
■ Sense of belonging and Comfort?
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○ While in your student leadership role, when was your racial and gender
identity most salient as a (insert their racial identity) man? How come?
○ How did you grow as a student leader?
■ Try to elicit examples
○ How did you grow as a (insert their racial identity) man?
● How would you describe your relationship with your white women supervisors?
○ How did they impact your racial and gender identity as a (insert their
racial identity) man?
○ How often, if ever, did you talk about race and gender with your
supervisor? What were those conversations like?
○ In what ways were your racial and gender identity as a (insert their racial
identity) man reinforced by your white woman supervisor? In what ways
did you feel they were threatened?
■ How did you respond?
○ How did your supervisor show support for your identity development?
Closing Questions:
● As a (insert their racial identity) man, where are you in your racial and gender
identity development as you enter the student affairs profession? How has that
changed since your experiences as an undergraduate student leader?
● What advice would you give to men of color student leaders working with white
women supervisors?
● What advice would you give to white women supervisors working with men of
color student leaders?
Remember to thank the participant and let them know they can always follow up with us.
After the Interview:
● Download MP4 and place in google folder
● Write memo capturing themes or highlights from the interview into shared google
folders
● Add any major themes that we may want to follow up on in the Interview
Protocol
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APPENDIX F: INITIAL VISUAL MODEL
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APPENDIX G: NASPA 2017 ANNUAL CONFERENCE PRESENTATION

235

236

237

238

239

240

241

242

243

244

245

246

247

